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This thesis explores the everyday work geographies of undertaking by looking at the 
rhythmic and visceral engagements of 20 undertakers (e.g. funeral directors, pall-bearers, 
embalmers and emcees) from Singapore. The aim of the thesis is twofold. First in response 
to the paucity of work dealing with the vocation and the prevalence of a polarised lens that 
favours post-burial sites within the discipline, this thesis aims to foreground an emphasis on 
pre-burial sites (i.e. geographies of undertaking). In doing so, it advances the notion that the 
dead is not dead in geography by highlighting that studying death in geography does not 
necessarily preclude liveliness. The second aim, however, pushes past the veil of a ‘dead 
geography’ by steering away from the usual conception (i.e. Goffman’s drama metaphor) 
found in the literature of undertaking outside the discipline to more-than-representation 
theory and focusing on the everyday practices of the workers. This offers a more contextual 
and embodied reading of the vocation that takes into account pertinent intersecting 
variables such as temporal rhythms and visceral engagements.  This is realised through 
establishing a conceptual framework that is defined by two main approaches: 1) rhythmic 
routines that draws from the concept of time-space; and 2) senses and feelings which draws 
from sensuous geographies, affect and emotions. The concept of materiality is also included 
in conceptualising the contours of these two approaches. Understanding that this thesis 
emplaces itself in the fabric of more-than-representation theory, an experimented form of 
methodology was taken up. Two main interview methods (i.e. seated and mobile) guided by 
an aide memoire were adopted. Their means of deployment were modified and tailored 
accordingly to the site conditions. For three respondents that had participated in the seated 
interviews, a life-story interview was adopted when they were able to slide easily into a 
 vi 
 
story-telling mode. Audio-visual recording was also employed for all four mobile interviews 
together with field notes to better capture the contingent moments found my respondents’ 
everyday work geographies.  Data retrieved from the aforementioned methods were 
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1.1 Everyday Undertaking 
 
At first I thought it meant he took them under. It was the fifties and I was the 
child, one of several as it turned out, of an undertaker. This was a fact of greater 
matter to the kids I hung out with than to me.  
 
“What does he do?” one would ask. “How does he do it?” 
 
I said I thought it had to do with holes, with digging holes. And there were bodies 
involved. Dead bodies. 
 
“He takes them under. Get it? Under ground.”  
(Lynch, 1997: xiii, his emphasis) 
 
Undertaking, as the excerpt suggests, is an act of doing something albeit in a morbid sense. As Lynch 
(1997: xix) further asserts, drawing from its normative definition, “*t+o undertake is to bind oneself to 
the performance of a task, to pledge or promise to get it done”. Undertaking is thus everyday work 
made different in association with the dead. Death (and the taboos attached to it), in this regard, 
figures strongly in the founding of the business which limits its presence in the social unless it is 
needed (i.e. when a death occurs).  
 As scholars (Gorer, 1965; Ariès, 1974; Watson, 1982; Prior, 1989; Walter, 1991; Tong, 2004) 
have noted, taboos related to the dead are derived from (un)founded fears of what the dead can do 
to the living that are based on: 1) superstition; 2) fear of physiological contamination; and 3) cultural 
abjection. According to Tong (2004), certain communities like the Chinese1 in Singapore view the 
dead as volatile bodies that can return as evil spirits2 which haunt the living. Other scholars like 
Watson (1982) and Howarth (1996) cite that the fear of the dead is predicated on a secular fear of 
                                                             
1
 Tong’s (2004) exposition is based on the Buddhist and Taoist adherents within the Singaporean Chinese 
community.  
2 The belief of supernatural entities (e.g. evil spirits) is not unique to the Singaporean Chinese. Other 
communities like the Malays believe that women who died at childbirth can haunt the living as vampiric 
entities called pontianaks.    
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contamination. This is understood from a healthcare angle which states that the dying and the dead 
may harbour bacteria, due to a weakened/terminated immune system, which can be expelled, thus 
polluting the vicinity. Cultural abjection of the dead, in this regard, foments itself through a discursive 
iteration of the previous two reasonings and an understanding of death as transgressive3 and falling 
out of place in the spaces of the living. Undertakers who handle the dead are associated with similar 
abjection despite the fact that the work they are engaged in is necessarily as banal as the next job in 
town, with the general obligation to perform the task at hand.  
However, extant work on undertaking has eschewed this everydayness of the work and 
instead re-presented it using a drama metaphor which constrains how one can (hope to) 
comprehend the realities of the trade (see Goffman, 1959). In this light, undertaking is likened to a 
stage production where countervailing practices are exchanged in the back-stage (i.e. 
closed/embalming quarters of the funeral homes) and proper decorum is conducted over the front-
stage (i.e. funeral procession). This provokes one to question whether practices enacted over 
undertaking geographies are indeed so categorically demarcated and structurally informed. 
Nevertheless, while this (interdisciplinary) work fell short of expanding the way we conceive the 
vocation, it managed to foreground an emphasis on the work geographies of undertaking and how 
organisational structure can dictate the expression and enactment of certain practices. 
Turning to the discipline (i.e. geography) where the literature of death is largely accented by 
an interest in deathscapes or post-burial sites (e.g. memorials and cemeteries), work on pre-burial 
sites like undertaking is scant. However a recent interest in everyday geographies which extends 
from the broader fabric of more-than-representation theory has pointed to an alternative entry into 
the geography of death that attends to the realities on the ground where death is apprehended in 
the everyday through temporally sensitive and embodied ways (see Wojtkowiak and Venbrux, 
                                                             
3 Death is considered transgressive as it entails the release of uric and fecal matters due to the termination of 
bodily functions (e.g. intestines and bladder), which are considered abject substances that need to be 
contained and appropriated in private quarters (see Grosz, 1994 and Longhurst, 2001).   
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20104). Such (re)newed sensibilities, I argue, should not be restricted to the geographies of post-
burial sites. The everyday work geographies of undertaking also deserve similar attention, especially 
given the lack of geographical studies on it.   
 
1.2 Aims and Objectives   
The aim of the thesis is twofold. First in response to the paucity of works dealing with the vocation 
and the prevalence of a polarised lens that favours obvious representational sites of death (i.e. post-
burial sites) within the discipline, this thesis aims to foreground an emphasis on pre-burial sites, 
specifically the geographies of undertaking. This is established through a focus on the funeral 
business in Singapore5 which pertains to the work engaged by funeral directors, embalmers, pall 
bearers and other funeral assistants (e.g. emcees) (see Table 1.1 below). 
Table 1.1: Job Description 
Position/Vocation Designation Job Description 
Funeral Director Manager One who oversees and manages a funeral. 
Unlike most Chinese funeral directors, 
Muslim undertakers tend to also undertake 
the role of cleaning and grooming the 
deceased. 
Embalmer Assistant One who is qualified/certified to perform 
cleansing, preservation and grooming 
measures on a deceased. In Singapore, 
embalmers may be contracted to serve 
only one funeral company or multiple 
companies (free-lance).  
 
According to the National Environment 
Agency (NEA) of Singapore, embalming is 
not mandatory. However such a practice is 
recommended for funeral wakes that last 
for more than 7 days or when viewing of 
the deceased is opted. 
Pall Bearer Assistant An assistant to the funeral director. His/her 
job can range from delivering the deceased 
to the embalmer,  encoffining and driving 
                                                             
4 In Wojtkowiak and Venbrux’s (2010) work, the analysis of deathscapes takes on a more everyday emphasis 
by focusing on home memorials where remembrance practices and rituals are conducted over an everyday 
space. Attention is also given to the emotional experiences felt by the mourner when communing with the 
dead through those sites on a daily basis.   
5 An overview of undertaking geographies in Singapore is found in Section 4.3, subsumed under the 
methodology chapter, to provide a stronger cross-reference between the context of my case study and my 
research methods.  
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the hearse to  performing miscellaneous 
duties during the funeral.  
 
Muslim pall bearers, however, may also be 
involved in aiding the funeral director to 
clean and groom the deceased. However, 
such responsibilities are sometimes shared 
by the immediate kin of the deceased.  
Funeral Emcee Assistant A funeral assistant contracted by a funeral 
company to host or lead a funeral wake. In 
Singapore, funeral hosting is rare as the 
task of hosting is usually undertaken by the 
family members of the deceased.   
  
In doing so, this thesis advances the notion that the dead is not dead in geography by 
highlighting that studying death in geography does not necessarily preclude liveliness as seen in 
recent work on death and personal affects (Muzaini and Yeoh, 2005; Maddrell, 2009a, 2009b; 
Wojtkowiak and Venbrux, 2010). As much as it is about the inanimate artefacts and sites of deaths, 
this thesis argues that there is still room for other subjects6 of death that are alive and kicking. A 
primary objective that extends from this aim is to review existing geographical work on death which 
alludes to the overwhelming presence of the landscape theme in the nineteen nineties before 
introducing the subject of undertaking through a discussion of interdisciplinary works. This will be 
guided by the following questions: how do the existing literatures of geography of death and 
undertaking work to illuminate the landscapes of death? What are the gaps found in both literatures 
and how can this thesis work to fill up those crevices?  
The second aim, however, pushes past the veil of a ‘dead geography’ further by steering 
away from the structural overtones of existing work on undertaking found outside the discipline. 
Instead of adopting a similar conception which reifies the usual narratives, this thesis aims to expand 
the way one reads the vocation by focusing on the realities of undertaking by adopting a more-than-
representational approach which focuses on the everyday practices of the workers. This offers a 
                                                             
6 Emphasis needs to be given to the fact that there are many subjects of death that are alive. One can easily 
turn to Maddrell’s (2009a, 2009b) work on landscapes of grief where emotional subjects are found. This thesis, 
however, shifts the focus to another group of death subjects that are involved in the funeral trade. 
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more contextual and embodied reading of the vocation that takes into account pertinent intersecting 
variables such as temporal rhythms and visceral engagements.   
The main objective extending from the advancement of this latter aim is to foreground my 
conceptual framework which focuses on two approaches: 1) rhythmic routines; and 2) senses and 
feelings of undertaking. Theoretical conceptions related to the visceral such as sensuous 
geographies, affect and emotions are drawn on to inform how everyday embodiments can be 
explored. Literature on time-space which refers strongly to the concept of rhythm is inserted to 
articulate how the everyday is not just located in space but also in time. Added emphasis is given to 
the confluence of multiple (cyclical and linear) rhythms (e.g. lifecycles of growing up/old and 
localised habitual acts) in the quotidian sphere as well as the (im)mutability of rhythms. A connected 
theme on materiality, which applies to both approaches of my conceptual framework is also 
explicated to highlight how everyday interactions are necessarily (a)social7 in nature and constitutive 
of experiences found in rhythmic routines and visceral engagements. To realise this objective, I raise 
the following questions:  how does a focus on rhythms and senses and feelings provide an alternative 
way to read undertaking? What are the concepts that underscore the respective approaches? What 
are the theoretical threads advanced in the current literature of each concept? How do those theories 
work to inform and galvanise my research? 
A secondary objective, following the adoption of this framework is to conduct fieldwork that 
pays heed to the following general queries: How did my respondents (i.e. undertakers) enter the 
trade? How do my respondents perform their everyday work practices? How do they view the 
prospects of their business? The findings gathered from these research questions are then organised 
and filtered according to the two main concepts.  
Data pertaining to routinized practices enacted on the job are placed under rhythmic 
routines and analysed thereafter to answer the following two questions:  1) how do undertakers 
locate themselves within broader rhythms of growing up and growing old? and 2) how far do their 
                                                             
7 In my thesis, I define social interactions as human-human interactions whereas for asocial interactions, I am 
alluding to interactions between human and objects (e.g. mobile phones, food, vehicles and cadavers).  
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own personal rhythms/routines cohere or deviate from the normative rhythms of sleeping, eating, 
working, driving, waiting and socialising? Data referring to the embodied experiences encountered in 
the job are allocated and discussed under the theme of senses and feelings. Emphasis, in this latter 
discussion, is centred on the following question: how the visceral engagements of the undertakers’ 
practices (can) vary across different contexts (i.e. encountering the dead and the living)? 
 
1.3 Thesis Skeleton 
Moving forth, the following thesis will be divided into six chapters, whereby each chapter is designed 
to work toward fulfilling the respective aims of my thesis. In Chapter Two, I realise the first aim of my 
thesis by providing an overview of the death literature found in the discipline and arguing that more 
can be done toward animating death subjects by shifting away from a focus on deathscapes (i.e. the 
entombed post-burial sites) to pre-burial sites like undertaking where subjects are ‘alive’ and found 
in the geographies of the everyday. This is followed by a review of undertaking works that are found 
mainly in the interdisciplinary field (e.g. death studies) to ground the contributions of extant work on 
the trade before concluding with a desire to enliven the study of the trade.  
In Chapter Three, I attend to the latter motivation and the main objective of my second aim 
by introducing my conceptual framework, which is informed by the maxims of more-than-
representation theory and its associated strand of mundane geographies. Here I tease out two 
lineaments (i.e. rhythmic routines and senses and feelings) that undergird the execution of my 
methodology and the organisation of my empirical chapters. Concepts pertaining to both lineaments 
such as sensuous geographies, affect and emotion, materiality and time-space are drawn upon to 
illustrate how they inform and relate to my research. Specific research questions extending from 
each concept will also be raised to augment current research queries.  
 Chapter Four explains how the fieldwork is carried out with reference to the aims proposed 
earlier on and the context of my study - Singapore. Emphasis is made on a mixed-methods 
methodology that is adjusted to a theoretical standpoint of more-than-representation theory and the 
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demands of this research which are focused on everyday practices that are always ‘on-the-go’8 and 
concomitantly informed by both past motivations and future projections. Two methods – seated and 
mobile interviews – are expounded in detail.  
 Findings gathered from my fieldwork are filtered and analysed in Chapters Five and Six. In 
Chapter Five, which focuses on rhythms, I show how the life courses (e.g. growing up/old) of an 
undertaker dislocate certain normative shared rhythms (e.g. sleeping, eating, working, driving, 
waiting and socialising) and endure newer (and disruptive) ones. First, I point to how the route to 
undertaking is in fact a fragmented one but nonetheless motivating and pushing them toward the 
vocation. Next, I highlight how upon entering the trade, the respondents also locate their current 
acts in relation to certain future projections such as situating the development rhythm of the 
business alongside other businesses in the industry (found globally and nationally) and taking into 
account the march of posterity. Having identified and discussed the motivations and aspirations 
through the lens of growing up and growing old, I then move on to an analysis of the present where I 
highlight how certain old habits and routines are called into question and replaced by new 
habits/routines in spite of the disruptive nature of the latter.  
In Chapter Six, I steer the attention toward the visceral engagements experienced over the 
geographies of undertaking. The focus is split into separate encounters with the dead and the living. 
In both expositions, I highlight the specific sensuous, affective and emotional effects that are brought 
to the fore. Chapter Seven concludes the thesis by summarizing the lineaments made from previous 
chapters and deliberating on the way forward for undertaking and death studies in the social 
sciences.      
 
 
                                                             
8 This pertains to an understanding that everyday practices are highly contextual and mutable based on who 



























The Treatment of Death(work) 
 
2.1 Introduction 
This chapter begins by outlining geographical work that has dealt closely with the death theme. 
However, given the dearth of works dealing specifically with undertaking within the discipline, 
interdisciplinary work centred on undertaking is ushered in to scaffold the rationale behind my 
conceptual framework.  
 In the next section, I discuss and evaluate the extant literature of deathscapes in the 
discipline. Central to all this work is an emphasis on post-burial sites (e.g. cemeteries, road-side 
memorials) and the narratives embedded in the production and consumption of those sites. I argue 
that little is done in attending to the pre-burial and post-death sites of undertaking (save for Selket’s 
(2010) work on embalming). After my assessment of the discipline’s work, a review of 
interdisciplinary work dealing specifically with the vocation of undertaking follows. In this latter 
section, I highlight the prevalence of a Goffmanian (1959) approach underpinning studies of 
undertaking. 
After weighing the theoretical contributions and limitations of extant death literature 
published within and without the discipline, I call for an expanded approach that can attend not only 
to the nondescript9 sites of death (e.g. pre-burial funeral homes) but also to the narratives that steer 
away from the usual dyadic conceptions of ‘social-spatial’ (in deathscape literature) or ’social-
structure’ (in undertaking literature).  
 
                                                             
9 Pre-burial sites like funeral homes are termed nondescript in this context given that they are essentially 
everyday/ordinary workspaces unlike the post-burial spaces which are spectacular in nature given the 
dramatic pomp of the landscapes especially during specific times of the year (e.g. Qing Ming festival during 
early April for the Chinese) and their explicit association with death (i.e. where bodies and ashes are laid to 
rest). In this regard, I am utilizing the dichotomy of ordinary landscapes and landscapes of spectacle (see Teo 
et al, 2004) as a means to qualify the association of pre-burial sites with nondescript sites. 
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2.2 Geography and Death: Deathscapes 
For a long while, [death] was not an essential preoccupation for geographers 
(Pitte, 2004: 345). 
As opined by Pitte (2004) and Kong (1999), any forays into the realm of death in the discipline were 
scarce if not muted. Works that have dealt closely with the notion of death were mostly focused on 
the topic of deathscapes10, which are landscapes of death or, as Selket (2010) terms, “post-burial 
spaces”. Studying death, in this regard entails a twofold process of selecting spaces that represent 
death (e.g. cemeteries, mausoleums, memorial halls/sites) and exploring how certain ideals and 
meanings were implicated in the (re)making of those spaces. This is because as Kong (2010: xv) 
rationalises,   
Spaces for the dead and dying are a reflection of the changing conditions of the 
living, as well as shifting meanings and discourses about life, for these spaces have 
cultural and symbolic meaning invested by the living, representing microcosms of 
the society within which they are established.  
Such an approach essentially echoes that of landscape scholars (see Teo et al, 2004: 3-4).  
According to works dealing with the study of deathscapes or landscapes (for that matter), it 
is pertinent for one to figure in new understandings to the notion of landscape. This entails casting 
aside older understandings11 of landscape as culturally fixed or environmentally determined and 
embracing the ‘new turn’ in cultural geography of which landscapes are treated as complex sites that 
are realised by a cacophony of socio-spatial elements woven into their production. As landscape 
scholars (e.g. Duncan and Duncan, 1988; Crang, 1998; Huang and Chang, 2003;  Kong and Yeoh, 
2003) stress, the (im)materialities (i.e. meanings and facades) of the landscape are neither fixed nor 
apparent constructs, rather they are continuously mystified and (re)produced by “centrifugal and 
centripetal forces” (Kong and Yeoh, 2003:1). Understanding landscape along this vein thus demands 
                                                             
10
 See Maddrell and Sidaway’s (2010) introductory chapter in Deathscapes: Spaces for Death, Dying, Mourning 
and Remembrance for a more detailed discussion on the usage of the term. 
11 I am referring to works by Ellen Semple, who argues that the expression of landscape is environmentally 
determined as well as Carl Sauer who argues otherwise that landscapes are determined by culture, which is 
regarded as a supraorganic entity that presides over all expressions within a landscape.  
 12 
  
one to acknowledge the entanglements of multiple power relations introduced from within and 
without and their impacts on a landscape (see Crang, 1998).  
Evidently, many of these conceptions have informed the way deathscapes are studied by 
scholars. For example, in Hartig and Dunn’s (1998) work on roadside memorials, deathscapes are 
highlighted as more than just passive constructs produced by social forces, they can also affect the 
social. Specifically, they note how certain ideals pertaining to the appropriation of private activities 
(e.g. grieving) in public spaces can determine the way roadside memorials are figured in the cityscape 
of Newcastle, New South Wales (ibid. 10). This appropriation of landscapes by external forces12 is 
shared by Yeoh’s (1996) work13 on the contested ideals between colonial authorities and the Chinese 
communities with regard to the appropriation of Chinese cemeteries as well as Tong and Kong’s 
(2000) work14 on Chinese burial grounds which highlights the contention between the post-
independent state of Singapore and the local Chinese community. However, as stated earlier, Hartig 
and Dunn (1998) also go on further to illustrate how roadside memorial sites can affect the social. 
According to them, since most of these erected sites are closely related to male deaths, those sites 
and their accompanied artefacts (e.g. crash artefacts) can serve to reinforce certain masculine ideals 
of “maschismo” (ibid. 18) especially when the “violent lives/deaths of young men are valorised” after 
death (ibid. 18). 
 How does this corpus of literature help to orientate an understanding of the vocation of 
undertaking? Firstly it foregrounds the co-constitutive nature or interrelatedness of 
landscapes/space and the social. In doing so, it opens up a dialogue between subjects from within 
and without the landscape and the materialities of the landscape (e.g. the façade and the figurines). 
                                                             
12 Other similar works include Teather’s (1998) work on Chinese burial in Hong Kong and Bollig’s (1997) work 
on Himba graves in Namibia. 
13In this study, Yeoh (1996) highlights the conflicting discourses purported by the then Municipal Authority of 
Singapore and the Chinese community with regard to burial grounds. To the Chinese, those grounds were 
considered sacred but such views were rendered as superstitious beliefs and inconsequential by the colonial 
authorities. 
14 In this study, the contestation of burial grounds was predicated on a similar basis (i.e. the dichotomy of 
religious/irrational and secular/rational) to that seen in Yeoh’s (1996) work. 
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Secondly, it helps to galvanize an interest in ‘death’ within the discipline thus opening up possibilities 
of exposing other geographies of death.  
 However, as made evident in most of the landscape work, there is a constant fixture on 
identifying and deliberating the entombed places and spaces (e.g. memorials and cemeteries) and 
the types of narratives (e.g. in written or spoken ways) implicit in its production. This thus points to 
the problem of framing and understanding researched subjects in normative terms that hardly go 
beyond the usual iterations. As Cresswell puts it,  
[c]ultural geographers, it was argued, explained things through recourse to a 
social world which was treated as though it was a finished and accomplished 
thing. What do I mean by this? The social was given as an explanation for the 
cultural. ‘This is because of capitalism’, ‘this is because of class’, ‘that is because of 
gender.’ Post-new-cultural geographers identified a kind of nascent structuralism 
in cultural geography that posited an accomplished and finished set of social 
relations that went around constructing things. This, they argued, was 
problematic. (Cresswell, 2010: 171-172) 
This sentiment is equally shared by Lorimer (2005: 84-85) who asserts that such ‘run-of-the-mill’ 
theorisation is a “signature theory of cultural geography’s landscape school *which basically+ framed, 
fixed and rendered inert all that ought to be most lively”. Selket (2010: 196) also points out the fact 
that pre-burial spaces are hardly considered by geographers is rationalised by an underlying dualism 
(i.e. “inside-outside geography”) that defines the discipline, splitting up what is deemed appropriate 
hence ‘venture-able’ and those otherwise.  
This demands an expansion from the aforementioned conceptions and treatment of death in 
geography by attending to the muted narratives that are found in perhaps the most understated 
sites/geographies that tend to fade into the background. Echoing such a demand are scholarly works 
that have expanded the scope of death geographies by touching on pre-death/pre-burial spaces of 
terminal care (Morris and Thomas, 2005; Watts, 2010). Through their works, we are exposed to the 
notion that death sites do not mean ‘entombed’ or ‘enshrined’ places rather they can extend to the 
spaces of the living where palliative care is practised. Emphasis on personal affects (e.g. sense of 
familiarity and security) is also foregrounded. Other recent works by geographers (Muzaini and Yeoh, 
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2005; Maddrell, 2009a, 2009b; Wojtkowiak and Venbrux, 2010) have also explored and retrieved 
new(er) narratives found in post-burial sites. In particular, they highlighted the role of memory and 
emotion in (re)defining these spaces for the living thus pointing to an alternative/intimate way to 
read these death spaces and in the process re-claimed them as personal spaces of the social.    
My thesis thus works to build on this burgeoning body of geographical work by introducing 
the geographies of undertaking, which  include both evident spaces of death (e.g. funeral homes, 
wakes) as well as those in-between moments and sites (e.g. mobile geographies of a hearse) that are 
quintessential to the job. Added emphasis is given to the personal affects (e.g. senses and feelings) 
and rhythms found in the everyday geographies of undertaking.  
However, before venturing into the literature that best informs my conceptual framework 
and approach in this thesis, I highlight an extant corpus of works on the undertaking vocation found 
outside the discipline. In particular, I centre on works that have adopted a Goffmanian approach and 
provide a critical analysis of these works that highlights their empirical and theoretical contributions 
and gaps.  
 
2.3 Deathwork: Staged Labour 
If one were to chart the emergence of works on undertaking, it is easy to note how it generally 
echoes the growth of other death studies. According to Doka (2007), works on death did not gain 
credence until the latter half of the twentieth century15. However, most of these works16 tend to 
                                                             
15
 According to Doka (2007), the reason behind the sudden interest in death can be attributed by the 
following: 1) A greying world demography thus increasing the need to develop awareness to the notions of 
dying and death and what it means for the left behind and the dead;  
2) An increasing threat from without (e.g. terrorism, epidemics) thus alluding to the fact that death is no 
longer something that one can just hold back with drugs and treatments;  
3) The establishment of The Death Awareness Movement which fights for the rights of the dying and 
advocates an “openness toward death and sharing with the dying” (ibid.: 3);  
4) An increase in spirituality across most of the secular Anglophone cultures where death is no longer denied 
but embraced.  
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centre on two primary emphases: 1) the social construction of death (see Thorson and Powell, 1988; 
1990); and 2) grief management (see Kubler-Ross, 1969; Wolfelt, 1988; Stroebe et al, 1993; Coughlin, 
1996; Davies, 1997; Parkes et al, 1997; Foot and Grider, 2010; Kellaher and Worpole, 2010; 
Petersson, 2010; Wojtkowiak and Venbrux, 2010). Hence, any interest in deathwork is usually 
directed at the work of grief counsellors and therapists as opposed to the attendants in the 
undertaking business.   
 For studies that do touch on undertaking, they are divided into two strands. On one hand 
there are works that touch on the socio-political implications of the vocation. Common themes 
include a possible relegation of religious officiates due to the professionalization of undertaking and 
the profit-making nature of the vocation (see Fulton, 1961; Harmer, 1963; Mitford, 1963; Bowman, 
1973). On the other hand, there are works (Turner and Edgley, 1976; Howarth, 1996; Bradbury, 1999) 
that foreground the vocation as a stage production following Goffman’s (1959) work on performance 
and drama (see also Cochran, 1986; Combs & Mansfield, 1976; Hare & Blumberg, 1988; Lyman & 
Scott, 1975).  
Basically, these latter works treat the vocation as analogous to a theatre where subjects (the 
undertakers and their assistants) are likened to actors or a team of performers working for an 
audience (the bereaved) in a stage production (a funeral). Emphasis is given to the spaces where the 
subjects work and interact as well as the practices that are appropriated in those spaces. Following 
Goffman’s concept of performance/drama, spaces are demarcated into backstage where a hidden 
transcript (see Scott, 1990) of countervailing codes and practices are expressed and shared amongst 
performers, as well as frontstage where a public transcript (ibid.) of accorded norms are adhered to 
and performed to the audience. In the context of undertaking, as those studies have conveyed, the 
backstage is likened to the embalming spaces where witty banters (offensive to the bereaved) about 
                                                                                                                                                                                             
For a more detailed elaboration on the causes refer to Doka’s (2007) introductory piece in Death, Dying and 
Bereavement Volume 1: The Human Encounter with Death. A point to note is that these causes are not 
exhaustive but for purpose of this review, the Doka’s points will be utilized to provide a brief insight that 
informs but does not detract from the crux of the review.  
16
 For a more detailed list of works (see Doka, 2007: xxv-xxxiii). 
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the dead are shared and taboos (e.g. handling the cadaver) are conducted while frontstage is likened 
to a the site of receiving and attending to the bereaved through ‘surface acting’ (Hochschild, 1983: 
216-217) where one must self-govern (e.g. stoic disposition, donning ironed and pressed dark 
attires). The drama metaphor thus works to draw parallels between theatre and undertaking. 
Authors like Howarth (1996: 5-6) assert that the use of this metaphor works well for the vocation 
because unlike other industries, undertaking “aspire*s+ to theatrical presentation” as seen from the 
need to “suspend reality” and re-present death as spectacle.  
However, I argue that such spatially demarcated and structurally informed notions of 
undertaking whereby the subjects are rendered passive to societal and organizational norms can 
obfuscate other possible experiences that are found in the workplace. Moreover, this concept of 
performance as the figuring of scripted spaces and representational acts (see Crang 1994; McDowell 
and Court, 1994; McDowell, 1995) ignores the excesses and  contingent moments of the everyday 
where re-presented practices and acts can in fact dislocate through and with repetition (Gregson and 
Rose, 2000).This leads us to the following review of my conceptual framework in Chapter Three 
where I advance conceptualisations from more-than-representational theory as a means to 
foreground another way which can possibly attend to the realities of undertaking on the ground. 
 
2.4 Summary 
In this chapter, I have highlighted the contributions of death literatures found within and without the 
discipline. With regard to works found within the discipline, I argue that there is a tendency for them 
to fixate on post burial sites as well as iterate the ‘social-spatial’ dyad. This led me to bring in works 
dealing specifically with a livelier subject and the main theme of my thesis – undertaking, which are 
found outside the discipline. From the latter, I have identified the employment of a Goffmanian 
approach in reading the geographies of undertaking. However, I argue that such an approach tends 
to fixate on a ‘social-structure’ dyad that can divorce understandings of workplace geographies from 
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the realities on the ground. In the next chapter, I address those crevices found in the aforementioned 
literatures by introducing a more-than-representational approach that can advance an emphasis on 
the everyday in reading the geographies of undertaking in which rhythmic routines as well as senses 













































Conceptual Framework: The Everydayness of Undertaking 
 
3.1 Introduction 
In this chapter I outline the theoretical contours of my conceptual framework. Following earlier 
discussions of extant literatures dealing with death(scapes/work), I assert that many of those works 
tend to abstract realities on the ground. Hence, rather than rotating between the ‘social-spatial’ and 
‘social-structure’ lens that have characterised those literatures, I argue that a more-than-
representational approach should be adopted to attend to the everydayness of undertaking. 
Emphasis will be given to the implied enactment of practices over everyday geographies (e.g. 
workplaces) as well as the visceral and rhythmic nature of everyday practices. This chapter begins by 
introducing the two central approaches of my conceptual framework (i.e. rhythmic routines and 
sense and feelings) and the concepts (e.g. sensuous geographies, affect, emotion and time-space) 
that inform each approach. Specific research questions are raised after every conceptual explication 
to guide the retrieval and organisation of empirical data thereafter. The chapter concludes by 
indicating how the framework defines the conception of my methodology in Chapter Four. 
 
3.2 Rhythmic Routines and Senses and Feelings 
The conceptual framework (see Figure 3.1) of my thesis grounds itself by teasing out engagements 
made in undertaking using two main approaches: rhythmic routines and senses and feelings to 
better capture the realities on the ground. Ideally, this shift of focus from either a ‘social-spatial’ or 
‘social-structure’ angle to an embodied and contextual angle is primed at offering a thoroughgoing 





In the next two sections, I point to theoretical contributions of more-than-representation theory and 






















3.3 More-than-Representation Theory 
A more-than-representation theory17 or perhaps non-representation theory, begins with its coinage 
by Nigel Thrift (1996, 2008). However its origins can be traced further back to works from Actor-
Network Theory (ANT)18, feminist studies19, cultural studies and post-structural studies20 that have 
pushed for similar notions of diversity, embodied practices and the “onflow” (Thift, 2008: 5) of the 
everyday. As Lorimer points out, this implies 
[a need to focus on] how life takes shape and gains expression in shared 
experiences, everyday routines, fleeting encounters, embodied movements, 
precognitive triggers, practical skills, affective intensities, enduring urges, 
unexceptional interactions and sensuous dispositions (Lorimer, 2005: 84). 
This demands social scientists and geographers to attend to the other (ordinary) sites that have 
slipped away from the constant fixation on the obvious sites and narratives (refer to latter part of 
Section 2.2). To a large extent, it means orientating towards sites that tend to fade into the 
background because as Woodward et al (2010) put it, a fixation on the macro or abstract level of 
research cannot hope to fully understand the happenings in micro geographies. This problem as 
Woodward et al (2010) point out is analogous to the Latin proverb - “Aquila non captat muscas 
(Eagles don’t catch flies)” (ibid. 272) which points to the limits of looking from a generalist point of 
view. Thus, unlike the landscape school of the nineties and early twenties, which tends to select 
obvious and representational sites as points of departure, a more-than-representational approach 
does otherwise by concentrating on the more ‘forgettable’ and in-between sites (e.g. workplaces and 
connectors). This feeds well into the study of death in geography as it requires researchers to expand 
from deathscapes and attend to the geographies that are equally associated with death (e.g. 
                                                             
17 The attempt to alter the title is deliberate as Lorimer (2005: 84) points out, which is to avoid the hindrance 
of the ‘non-’ given how it is a misnomer that is not against representation but representationalism (Dewsbury 
et al, 2002). Additionally, the use of ‘more-than’ also serves to provide a better sense of the “multifarious, 
open encounters” that the theory attends to (Lorimer, 2005: 84). 
18
 See Latour (1997, 2004) and Law (1999) 
19 See Grosz (1994) and Probyn (2005) 
20 See Wittegenstein (1953, 1969, 1980), Merleau-Ponty (1945 translated by Smith, 2002), De Certeau (1984), 
Foucault (1984) and Haraway (1991). 
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embalming quarters, the funeral, wakes and the hearse) and those people and things that are found 
within them (see Selket, 2010). 
However a more-than-representational approach, as Lorimer (2005) argues, is not just 
shifting the lens of analysis from macro to micro but also to be  
less fixated on solving or explaining problems in theory with theory; a promise to 
return to just what our wordy worlds have to offer in their shatterproof 
transparency, their abundant detail and their living motion. It is ... not [to] begin 
by defining their phenomenon, but seek instead to learn from the investigation ... 
(Laurier and Philo, 2006: 353).   
This entails moving away from a constant need to abstract details from the ground but perhaps 
present those details as they are. This is because if similar modes of abstraction are employed in 
interrogating the everyday, it would just be another repeated case of reifying grand narratives. What 
follows in the research of the everyday thus necessitates one to acknowledge the coming together of 
every part in a site and not exalt one over the other but study them relationally, which echoes the 
semiotic approach of Actor-Network Theory (ANT) (see Law, 1999). This tears one away from any 
representational forms of approach echoing the landscape school or the structural views of 
Goffman’s that may eschew the realities on a site. 
 A ‘more-than-representation’ theory thus provides a more holistic framework of analysis that 
marries the implicitness of relationality and materiality found in actor-network theory and material 
studies21 with the bodily engagements of feminist and body studies to galvanize understandings of 
the everyday (see Dewsbury et al, 2002; Davidson and Milligan, 2004; Davidson et al, 2005; 
Anderson, 2006; Whatmore, 2006; Holloway and Hones, 2007; McCormack, 2007; Saville, 2008; 
Anderson and Wylie, 2009; Bhatti et al, 2009; Paterson, 2009; Dixon and Straughan, 2010; 
Woodward and Lea, 2010).   The world, as Tuan (1974: 15) puts it, is one that is equally made up of 
the obvious “patterns” and an inconspicuous “background”. While the “patterns” have been 
attended to with much rigour (see landscape studies), the “background” continuously gets omitted in 
                                                             
21
 See Law (2002), Whatmore (2006) and Anderson and Wiley (2009) 
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the discipline. That is until recently. The next section thus highlights the significance of the 
“background”, the mundane and the everyday where individuals experience life.   
   
3.4 Mundane Geographies: Everydayness and Practice 
‘The everyday’ is at first glance everything. It is that which occupies our minds, 
that which we care about, that which matters, that which is done, and that which 
happens, everyday (Horton and Kraftl, 2006: 71, their emphasis). 
The mundane as Binnie et al (2007) argue, can offer fertile grounds for geographical research on the 
politics and poetics of life (see also Harrison, 2000). The rationale is twofold. First as professed by 
scholars, the everyday seems to be cast aside as a domain of redundancy and dullness as it seems 
“too obvious, too pointless, or too insignificant” to be included in research thus rendering most of 
what we do in the everyday – gardening, walking/driving/riding to work/school/home, 
eating/cooking, conversing, sleeping and waiting – obscure. Second, the drudgery of the everyday 
with its repetitions has been argued to suffocate and limit the possibilities and potentials of 
liveliness. Scholars inspired by feminist and phenomenological studies thus argue for the 
foregrounding of the flow of the everyday and make those routinized daily practices and experiences 
count by highlighting the inverse.  
Explicated in their guest editorial22 on the everyday, Binnie et al (2007) forward a rethinking 
of the everyday from sites of alienation and subjectification to sites of assurance, emancipation and 
potential. From Foucault, the authors highlight how the mundane, being embedded in the circulation 
of power, is in fact an empowering site where power can beget “productive” and emancipatory 
effects (ibid. 516). However, far from stopping short at foreclosing the mundane as just political sites 
of resistance or liberation, the authors suggest a more poetic refiguring of the mundane as sites that 
afford assurance. This implies attending to the pleasures/enchantments derived from acts of 
repetition in the mundane. Figuring those conceptions along current works in ‘non-representation 
                                                             
22
 See guest editorial: Mundane geographies: alienation, potentialities, and practices (Binnie et al, 2007) 
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theory’ or the ‘more-than-representation theory’, the authors posit that the mundane must be seen 
as “an immanent and virtual flow of events” that are actualised in many ways but never “reduced or 
limited to these actualities” (ibid. 517). Yet before closing, Binnie et al (2007) caution that one should 
not see only the pleasantries afforded by these new configurations but be equally alerted to the rise 
of “soft capitalism” (ibid. 518) which aims at harvesting those affective moments and conditions in 
the name of profit-making. This implies balancing any examinations of the mundane under a 
bifurcated lens of politics and poetics. Additionally, they warn against bracketing the mundane to 
presupposed authentic events, encounters and experiences, citing how by doing so could mean 
closing off future research on other possible mundanities.  
 In an earlier work on mundane geographies by Crouch (2003) which focuses on caravanning 
and allotment gardening, the concept of poetic/enchanting encounters was made clearer through an 
emphasis on the contextual and visceral nature of the act. In his work, he cites the use of 
performance/performativity in the Butlerian sense (see Butler, 1990; Grosz, 1999) to highlight the 
ritualised quality of ‘doing’ as well as the potential of becoming in ‘doing’. Through it he notes how 
the working rhythm of gardening is contextually realised. First, he states how every act is in fact a 
conflation of past, present and future motivations/actions that can only emerge through the act 
itself. In this regard, what preceded the act or what is teleologically conceived can determine how 
gardening is enacted. Second, he states that the routinized enactment of a task (in gardening) can 
beget a dislocation from the motion and lead to the emergence of new events/experiences (Crouch, 
2003: 1955). In other instances, he notes that the act is also equally visceral as it brings bodies closer 
to the materialities found out there.  What tools they use, how they interact and where/when they 
perform those tasks thus beget different outcomes and open up events and foment moments of 
excess that exceed expectations in contrast to the motion of which they enact. Similar conceptions 
are also highlighted in Bhatti et al’s (2009) work on the gardening “taskscape” (ibid.62), which also 
attends to the rhythmic and visceral components of gardening.  
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Evidently, the notion of practice features strongly in the everyday. Practice as Schatzi (2001: 
45) cites, “is a set of doings and sayings that is organized by a pool of understandings, a set of rules 
and something *he calls+ a ‘teleoaffective structure’”. According to him, practice is the act that gives 
meaning to entities (e.g. people, objects and organisms) arranged in a particular order. However he 
argues further that while practice endures and fixes this arrangement and the meanings of entities, 
the precise nature of practice as open also dislocates those meanings through repetition (Schatzki, 
2001: 50) which coheres with extant work in the discipline (see Crouch, 2003; Holloway and Hones, 
2007 and Bhatti et al, 2008). This dislocation as Schatzi (2001) further asserts may not be contingent 
rather it can be determined by the mind. 
What makes sense to a person to do largely depends on the matters for the sake 
of which she is prepared to act, on how she will proceed for the sake of achieving 
or possessing those matters, and on how things matter to her; thus on her ends, 
the projects and tasks she will carry out for the sake of those ends given her 
beliefs, hopes, and expectations, and her emotions and moods. Practical 
intelligibility is teleologically and affectively determined (Schatzki, 2001: 52).   
The above quote highlights the complicity of mental determination where moods and emotions 
count. However such deliberated ends of cohering with one’s hopes and expectations cannot be 
likened to rationality because they are never the same. Schatzki (2001) alludes to the example of a 
child wanting to gain the affection of the parents such that when his elder brother got a present 
(despite doing something naughty), the younger brother (i.e. the child) went to rip apart the present 
to rectify what was deemed right to him. Adopting this end is thus not teleologically rational since 
the child knows he will be reprimanded for it. The act of doing in a practice is thus more than working 
towards rational ends (e.g. driving to reach a place) or under past understandings (e.g. avoiding 
punishment which follows a certain act). It can mean meeting certain self conceived expectations 
that are detached from rational reasonings.  However as body-centred scholarship has highlighted, 
the effect of the mind must be placed along those produced by the senses and the affective surges 
that circulates in/among bodies. This will be analysed further in the next section. Certainly as made 




This review of mundane geographies thus does more than just pointing to a new area of 
research within the discipline (i.e. the everyday), it also emphasizes practice as a thread that sutures 
other related fields of the visceral, the material and the contextual (time and space) in researching 
the everyday. More importantly, these works have highlighted two major lineaments that will define 
the empirical themes of my thesis: bodily experiences (of senses and feelings) and intersecting time-
spaces (of rhythmic routines). While works highlighted in this section have emphasised the act of 
gardening as everydayness, I argue that those conceptions can extend to the field of working. As 
highlighted by Lorimer (2005: 88), the everyday sites can also refer to work places where the “’being 
of business’” is articulated. This thus links well to the subject of inquiry of my thesis – undertaking.   
The following sections will touch on the various entities that go into the work of undertaking 
and are divided into three themes: bodies, materialities and time-space. In bodies (Section 3.5), 
discussion focuses on the sensuous, affective and emotional to foreground the visceral aspect of 
everyday work. For the section on materialities (Section 3.6), the centricity of objects in the everyday 
is deliberated. In time-space (Section 3.7), emphasis is given to how (everyday) practices/rhythms are 
located in time and space and how these rhythms are never about movement rather they also refer 
to the troughs and rests between movements.  
 
3.5 Bodies: the sensuous, affective and emotional 
According to recent scholarship on the body, one should not treat the body as an insulated and 
singular entity but with other bodily entities (e.g. those with and in a body). In this regard, it would 
be more appropriate to refer to the body as bodies in the plural sense. However, an emphasis on 
bodies does not mean interrogating bodies as constructs of/in the social23, which is the interplay of 
                                                             
23 This refers (but is definitely not limited) to the gendering, sexing, racialising of bodies (see McDowell, 1993a, 
1993b; Bonnett, 1996, 1997; Oswin, 2008, Toila-Kelly, 2010)  
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bodies in space. It also means attending to the visceral – those micro and intimate geographies that 
are found in bodies. This is highlighted by Longhurst et al (2008) in the following: 
Robyn, after each mouthful of sheep stomach, took a mouthful of coke. The taste 
and texture of the coke was familiar and helped quell the churning in her stomach 
and lump in her throat … Some people at the lunch did leave food on their plate, 
but Robyn felt that her plate was under scrutiny from other diners. It seemed 
important to some of the migrants at the lunch that she liked the food. (Longhurst 
et al, 2008: 212) 
In the account above, we see the social as expressed by Robyn of not wanting to leave any food on 
the plate due to self-governing codes of conduct that prevail in that particular social setting. What 
the subject does in this regard is always in relation to other subjects in place, which can bring about 
cognisant feelings of guilt and acceptance. The account also points to how bodily reactions to the 
material (certain food) can trigger very visceral effects ( “churning in her stomach” and “lump in the 
throat”) which can feed back into the social (of moving on to other foods). Similar works under the 
strand of body-centred scholarship are thus always foregrounding the interwoven aspects of life 
through bodily enactments and experiences (e.g. Saville, 2008; Longhurst, et al, 2009).  
 The inclusion of the visceral, as pointed out by Jessica and Allison Hayes-Conroy (2010:1275), 
is attributed largely to Rodaway’s (1994) Sensuous Geographies. Rodaway (1994) states that bodies 
can sense things. This takes the form of comprehending or making sense and sensing through our 
bodily sensorial receptors. Bodies, as Rodaway asserts, are therefore equally social and sensuous.  
However, recent theorisations made by feminist and social-cultural geographers have argued for 
other aspects – emotion and affect – to be considered in the treatment of bodies. This entails looking 
at feelings that circulate and provoke the individual (affect) as well as those cognisant feelings that 
are expressed and emoted (emotion).  For the purpose of this research, emphasis will attend to not 
only the sensuous, but also the affective and emotional capacities of the body. For the first half, I 
review works that are based on the sensuous. The second half of this section will touch on recent 




3.5.1 Sensuous Geographies 
There is no way in which to understand the world without first detecting it 
through the radar-net of our senses [because] our senses define the edge of 
consciousness … We take drugs; we go to circuses; we tramp through jungles; we 
listen to loud music; we purchase exotic fragrances; we pay hugely for culinary 
novelties, we are even willing to risk our lives to sample a new taste (Ackerman, 
1990: xv). 
The body is an essential part of sensuous experience: as a sense organ in itself 
(including the skin), as the site of all the other sense organs and the brain, and our 
primary tool for movement and exploration of the environment. Geographical 
experience is [thus] fundamentally mediated by the human body, it begins and 
ends with the body (Rodaway, 1994: 31).     
 
In his book Sensuous Geographies (1994), Rodaway highlights four primary uses of bodies in space: 1) 
to orientate, 2) to measure, 3) to locate and evaluate, and 4) to integrate and coordinate. All of 
which, as he asserts are enabled by four sensorial routes of the body, namely the: visual which uses 
light as stimuli; haptic24 which is based on tactile and muscular receptivity of the body; olfactory25 
which is triggered by odours; and auditory26 which reacts to sound/sonic waves. According to Howes 
(2003), the study of the sensuous should not treat each sense as separate and discreet receptors 
because the geographies that emerge from these sensorial experiences are never privileged to one 
sense only. This means that even while a site is visually encountered (seen), all other senses are still 
actively sensing (smelling/tasting, hearing and touching).  
Essentially, these sensorial receptors are likened to conduits that enable and moderate the 
meeting of stimuli and receptors, which allow us to comprehend our environment. As Ackerman puts 
it,  
The senses don’t just make sense of life in bold or subtle acts of clarity, they tear 
reality apart into vibrant morsels and reassemble them into a meaningful pattern. 
They take contingency samples …The senses feed shards of information to the 
brain like microscopic pieces of a jigsaw puzzle. When enough “pieces” assemble, 
the brain says Cow. I see a cow (Ackerman, 1990: xvii)     
                                                             
24 See Giibson (1966), Rodaway (1994), Adams (2001) and Paterson (2009). 
25 See Porteous (1985), Rodaway (1994), Low (2005) and Waskul et al (2009). 
26
 See Schafer (1977), Bachorowski and Owren (1995, 2003) and Smith (2000).  
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An emphasis on the senses however does not fully encapsulate the exact visceral capacities of 
bodies. There is a need to expand this emphasis to include those visceral experiences that are 
generated by a stimulation of our mental and somatic faculties (e.g. emotions and affect) without a 
direct excitation of these five senses. 
 
3.5.2 Affect and Emotions 
Highlighted in all works of affect and emotions, is a clear delineation between those two types of 
feeling (see Anderson and Smith, 2001; McCormack, 2003; 2007; Probyn, 2004; Davidson et al, 2005; 
Thien, 2005; Anderson, 2006; Tolia-Kelly, 2006; Thrift, 2008; Pile, 2010; Woodward and Lea, 2010). 
Essentially affect is viewed as having its roots in the biological sciences which emphasizes the 
molecular effects overwhelming and coursing through a body during specific moments. Examples 
include moments that apprehend individuals such as the ‘hope’ that washes over a battalion after 
being roused and motivated by the leader and charging to the battlefield; the ‘joy’ that overwhelms a 
crowd in a rock concert thumping to the beat of the music and moving together in a synchronised 
motion. In this regard, “affect is the driving force” that moves bodies and at the same time 
transforms the state of a singular body through the circulation of that same feeling between bodies 
(Woodward and Lea, 2010: 156-157). Affect is thus likened to a transpersonal form of feeling that 
‘washes over’ the body. On the other hand, emotions are personal and largely comprehensible 
experiences. Unlike affect, it highlights the agency of subjects to know what they are feeling and 
what they want to convey/express. An example to describe emotions is the moment when we feel 
sad through thinking about an unhappy past event. Feelings in the emotional sense is thus cognitively 
enabled and channelled.  
To a certain extent, both affect and emotion can be somatically experienced however there 
is a clear differentiation between the feelings generated from both routes and that from the 
sensuous. Firstly, a sensuous feeling is one that is experienced through the active stimulation of the 
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four sensorial routes. This means that the route of receiving the stimuli is also the source that makes 
us feel. On the contrary, an emotional feeling is one that is activated through the faculties of the 
mind from remembering and learning (about something). This then triggers the accompanied bodily 
jerks, facial contortions and/or (in)actions thereafter. Tangential to the above two feelings, an 
affective feeling is perhaps more fluid and harder to articulate and necessarily involves tracing or 
capturing the context of which the subject is located. This is because the feeling is necessarily derived 
simultaneously from without and within. This entails an external phenomenon or condition to 
activate a rush of feelings within the subject. However, this feeling must not be confused with one 
that is sensuous since no senses are stimulated rather it is the opposite and also the feeling ‘gushing’ 
forth that precedes the comprehensibility of the mind.  
In a recent review on the nature of works on affect and emotion by Thien (2005), charges 
were made that work on affect (1) leans toward the “transhuman” experiences, (2) limits “everyday 
emotional subjectivities” (ibid. 450), and is (3) “masculinist, technocratic and distancing” (ibid. 452). 
To Thien (2005), the use of affect as a research tool is thus considered “insufficient for addressing the 
issues of relationality which are so profoundly embedded in our everyday emotional lives” (ibid. 
453). These charges were, however, refuted by Anderson and Harrison (2006) as simply brushing off 
emphases implicit in works on affect and emotion, which are, but not limited to, (1) a concern with 
the material, and (2) an emphasis on the nature of subjects to be affected and affect others through 
feelings.  
In Anderson’s (2006) work on hope, he notes that affect and emotions27 while intrinsically 
different should never beget one to prioritise one over the other in the exposition of any experiential 
engagements. As he puts it:  
This is not one of a movement from affect through feeling to emotions – that is, it 
has no a priori direction or causality … the three modalities [affect, emotion and 
                                                             




feeling28] (in fact) slide into and out of one another to disrupt their neat analytic 
distinction (Anderson, 2006: 737) 
In this regard, to feel hope is equally a constitutive effect of affect and emotion feeding into and 
relating to one another. To illustrate this, he points to the accounts of two informants29 to explain 
the effects of music in rousing hope in their everyday feeling of being hopeless. The flow of effects as 
he highlights is never unilateral but works in a relational manner where just as affects of hope can be 
roused through music, emotions of sadness can also limit the rousing effects of hope. Evidently, in his 
exposition, feeling is understood as generated by more than the affectual and emotional route but 
also the sensorial route (i.e. auditory sense). 
 The capacities of bodies to sense and feel and feed back into their situated geographies thus 
warrant a body-centred lens to be adopted in the study of the everyday. Similarly, research on 
undertaking as an everyday work demands an emphasis on bodies and their capacities to engage 
in/with a site through sensing, affecting/being affected and emoting. I am therefore interested in 
what are the moments and encounters that apprehend the bodily self of undertakers; how do they 
feel when confronted by the people and objects they come in contact with; how do they negotiate 
those encounters? Emphasis on senses, affect and emotion thus forms one half of my empirical 
theme which looks at how the bodily selves of my respondents sense and get affected by the dead 
and the living found in their workspaces. However, the everyday is not just centred on the capacities 
of the body (i.e. what it can sense, affect or emote). It is also about the materialities of a site. This is 
to say that what we feel and experience would not have been possible without the presence of 
materials.  
 
                                                             
28 Here, Anderson (2006) cites feelings as bodily expressions (e.g. feeling tense when nervous and feeling hot 
when angry) which are different from affect or emotions but nevertheless link to them. This is different from 
my use of feeling which refers to both affect and emotion and the bodily reactions that entails from their 
emergence. However, in quoting Anderson (2006), I am not trying to contrast my usage against his rather the 
quote serves to emphasise the co-constitutive nature of affect and emotion in the generation of bodily 
reactions. 
29 The two informants mentioned in Anderson’s (2006) work are Steve who was unemployed at the time of the 
interview and Emma who had just learnt of the death of her biological father. 
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3.6 Materialities of the Everyday 
Everyday practices necessarily involve objects – mobile phones, food, vehicles or dead bodies30. The 
mattering of things in practices thus figures strongly in any venture into mundane geographies. 
Within the discipline, materialist works have talked about a revival of interest in the material while 
others have impelled a more rigorous way to engage the study of the material. Within the discipline, 
such concerns have extended themselves in the form of a recent revitalised interest in the material 
which is “centred on new ways of approaching the vital nexus [and relation] between the bio (life) 
and the geo (earth), or the ‘livingness’ of the world” (Whatmore, 2006: 600) as previously noted by 
Anderson and Tolia-Kelly (2004). Secondly, the emphasis on the material has also prompted some 
scholars to impress a correction to the conventional understandings of matter as grounded and static 
and make way for a principle of “multiplication” where matter can exist concomitantly in stable and 
excited states; where it is at times singular and multiple as well as mobile and immobile (Anderson, 
2009: 332).  
 Conceptually the insertion of materiality into social and cultural geography is informed by 
two (connected) strands of thought. In the first strand, there is the semiotics approach which is 
advanced by Actor-Network Theory (ANT) (see Latour, 1990; Law, 1999; 2002). Basically, this involves 
looking at objects in space as a relational aspect that is never independent. Relationality of materials 
is conceived in two ways. First, any object in space is predicated on the sum of the parts and the 
interstices which link those parts together.  
For instance, a vessel can be imagined as a network: hull, spars, sails, ropes, guns, 
food stores, sleeping quarters and crew (Law, 2002: 93). 
Second, relationality can exist in the form of cohering to a larger network (i.e. scaling up). This means 
that even if materials may appear incoherent in a smaller network, the sum of their assemblage may 
actually cohere when scaled up to a larger network and viewed alongside other entities found in this 
                                                             
30 I am referring to objects of interest in particular work. In the case of undertaking, such objects would include 
the dead bodies/cadaver. 
 33 
  
network. This entails one expanding material relations over a wider and broader scale. 
Understanding material relations along the semiotic approach thus demands various perspectives of 
looking at how materials relate to one another in a site.   
 The second strand of thought, however, approaches the study of materiality in a different 
manner. While the first strand problematizes the relationality of objects, this latter strand 
problematizes the definition of what is constituted as material. This is explored in Anderson’s (2009) 
work where he emphasises the need for objects to defy any fixed states or sets of affordances and 
qualities which is exemplified in the following quote: 
Even as it surfaces as a property inherent in a thing, this red also plays across the 
room; the red of the roses intensifies the green of the leaves, bleaches the 
whiteness of the sheets of the bed, rouges the cheeks of our friend in the bed ... 
(Lingis, 1998: 28-29 cited in Anderson 2009: 326)  
The materiality of an object is thus always in excess of its inherent properties based on its locality 
and context of usage. Following both strands of thought, the notion of materiality thus expands, 
foregrounding a sense of heightened relationality and multiplicity in its articulation.  
In Pfaff’s (2010) work on mobile phones, he states how the advent of this latter everyday 
tool has enabled users to be physically and socially (dis)connected at the same time. What the 
mobile phones afford for the users and how users enact those affordances can thus confer new 
meanings to mobile phones. For example, the ability to get wired-up to the Internet through the 
mobile phone has allowed users to stay connected to their work through emailing or video 
conferencing even when they are not at work or physically divorced from their workplaces. The 
mobile phone thus takes on new meanings as more than just a tool of communication but also as an 
extension of work.  
Departing from the consumptive products associated with the living, I now turn to another 




There are dead objects and then there are objects of the dead—those spectral, 
melancholy objects mediating, and signifying, an absence. As part of mourning 
and memory, objects function as metaphorical and metonymic traces of corporeal 
absence … Most people take for granted the objects around them, never thinking 
that many will survive their own being and come to stand in for them, in their 
absence (Gibson, 2004: 287). 
While the previous works that were raised dealt with objects that are situated in rather banal 
contexts of the living, this latter work by Gibson (2004) directs the study of objects to those 
associated with the dead. Explicitly, the objects in her study refer to photographs of the deceased 
(see Sontag, 1977), “teddy bears, dolls, blankets and other comforting things” (Gibson, 2004: 287). In 
particular, attention is given to how these objects exist liminally as extensions of the dead (i.e. filling 
in the absence) for the living. The materiality of the (melancholy) object is thus in excess of its 
grounded properties and necessarily includes the psychical and emotional charges invested in it, 
which parallels recent theorisation of the material as multiple (Anderson, 2009). 
 Under these renewed materialised sensibilities that encapsulates the manifold trajectories 
and becomings of the material, understandings of the everyday and its practices thus needs to be 
mindful of offering “straightforward readings, fixed categories, or certain, definitive final statements” 
(Horton and Kraftl, 2006: 73). A material emphasis in undertaking thus necessitates a relational and 
thoroughgoing engagement of the things located at work (e.g. hearse, casket, mobile phones and 
food). This departs from Goffman’s drama metaphor and the landscape school (on deathscapes) 
which emphasizes the social and structure over the material and the obvious/spectacular material 
spaces over the ordinary objects. Adopting a material sensibility in my research will thus attend to 
questions pertaining to: what are the objects that are used and encountered in the geographies of 
undertaking?  How do they affect the everyday (work and social) lives of the undertakers? How are 
their effects negotiated by the undertakers?  
However the figuring of materials/objects into practices alongside bodies does not elaborate 
the nature of practices in entirety. Materials and objects are also equally involved in the (un)making 
of everyday work rhythms as highlighted in Couch’s (2003) and Bhatti et al’s (2008) work that has 
 35 
  
pointed to how the employment of certain tools in gardening in various contexts or rhythms can 
generate new experiences. In the next section, I will discuss the timing and spacing of practices that 
can contextualise the emergence of new becomings/geographies in the everyday. 
 
3.7 Time-Space 
The conceptualisation of space and time have figured strongly in literatures dealing with practices – 
where and when are they (un)made. However this coupling sits uneasily in the discipline as well as in 
the larger social sciences given their tendency of separating the two. More often than not, as Massey 
(2005: 17) laments “space is conceptualised as (or, rather, assumed to be) simply the negative 
opposite of time”. This is also noted by May and Thrift (2001: 2) who have pointed out how space is 
always treated as the static31 aspect while time is associated with progress. Evident in literatures 
centred on space and spatialities is the continuous gravitation of the social and the material into 
objective (Euclidean) and social space. Likened to a container, space is regarded as the domain in 
which the social asserts and expresses itself. Time on the other hand, is defined accordingly as the 
aspect which temporalises the trajectory of actions either cyclically (e.g. seasons, day and night, 
monthly cycles) or linearly (e.g. movements, pulses and beats).  
The delineation of time and space along this dualism where time passes while space grounds 
thus foregrounds a differentiated accumulation of work at both ends that hardly cross referenced 
with one another which is odd because as opined by Thrift (1996), the basis of human interaction is 
necessarily space and time. The dislocation of time from space as Massey (1994, 2005) and May and 
Thrift (2001) argue was evident in the discipline during the eighties and the nineties when space 
came to be the preoccupation of geographers – the unevenness of geographies, the different scales 
of geographies and the spatial relations with one another. However as Massey (2005: 18) argues, 
                                                             
31 The notion of space as static and inert should not be confused with contemporary notions attributed to 
space which are its relational, multifarious and coeval qualities that necessarily entails a treatment of space as 
time-space (Massey, 2005). 
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“time and space must be thought together” which means that time equally qualifies and implicates 
space and vice versa. Scholars (see Couch, 2003; Bhatti et al; Schatzki, 2009; Edensor, 2010) following 
this proposition thus illustrate how every practice (with its bodies and materials) is always figured in 
situated time-spaces that enables its (im)permanence.  
The figuring of time-space into practice is highlighted in Schatzki’s (2009) work on Keeneland 
race day in Kentucky, United States of America that involves the various practices of betting, talking, 
watching and promenading. This is exemplified in the following:  
The people meeting at the stairs might be intentionally rendezvousing after 
bumping into one another earlier in the day or have accidentally run into each 
other on their way to meeting other people elsewhere. 
In the above scenarios, space (e.g. staircase) and time (e.g. after being acquainted and chanced 
moments) illustrates how the action of meeting and rendezvousing are never absent of interwoven 
time-spaces. In this regard, Schatzki (2009: 41) argues that the “interwoven time-spaces [thus] form 
an infrastructure that pervades the practice-arrangement plenum, linking actions and tying practices 
together into the bundles that make up the site of the social”.  
 However, Merriman (2011) counter argues that while geographers have moved towards 
thinking of space and time as a couplet, there remains another issue of privileging the positions of 
time and space as “*primordial+ measures for conceptualising location, position and context”.  He 
thus calls for a movement-space that can attend to the processual and be less fixed on the 
abstracted and (allegedly) fixed underpinnings that time-space or space-time affords. The use of 
rhythm and affect (as ways to think about experiences) thus figures strongly in his paper given that 
both of them are defined by their on-going nature.  A movement-space approach in this regard, is 
not anti time or anti space but more sensitive to the spatialities and temporalities that are found in 
the (un)folding of events in our everyday world.  
While Merriman’s (2011) theorisation of movement-space plugs into a more-than-
representational approach, the conceptual association of rhythm with movement may elude the 
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broader meaning of rhythm which, as Lefebvre states, is defined by “the relation of a time with a 
space, a localised time, or if one wishes, a temporalized place” (Lefebvre, 1996: 230). Rhythm is thus 
more than movement but also those pauses found in every passing time and space. It is thus 
necessary to think of rhythm alongside time-space instead of movement-space to enable the 
enjoinment of active and inactive moments32 to acknowledge the dynamism of the everyday.  
Researching the job of undertaking through the lens of the everyday thus begets a contextualised 
approach that will attend to the variable temporalities and spatialities folded in it. In doing so, it 
forces one to rethink the practices of undertaking as situated in rhythms.  
However, as Crang (2001: 189) and Lefebvre (2004: 30,76) have argued,  the nature of 
quotidian existence or the everyday necessarily includes both the linear/localised beat of routines 
(e.g. actions to and fro) and those cyclical/broader routines that run clockwork (e.g. seasons and 
diurnal/monthly/life cycles). Any expression of a task/action in the present, as they further add, is 
always a consequential enfoldment of the broader and localised rhythms.  The resultant action by a 
subject, in this regard, can be understood as being pushed/encouraged by past motivations or 
seduced/pulled by teleological bearings found throughout his/her life course. However, as advanced 
by Lefebvre (2004), any work that analyses phenomena using rhythm must understand that it is more 
than seeing the confluence of flows but acknowledge the (in)congruity (arhythmia /eurhythmia) of 
these flows.  Informed by these understandings, this thesis is thus not only interested in the 
enfolding of broader rhythms that connect the past (motivations), present (enactments) and future 
(aspirations) but also the dislocation and endurance of their everyday routines with undertaking. 
Questions raised are categorised into rhythms of growing up (e.g. how did they enter this trade?), 
growing old (e.g. what are the possible future trajectories?) and routines and habits (e.g. how are 
everyday practices appropriated by various contexts?) which cohere with the objectives fleshed out 
in Section 1.2.   
                                                             
32 I am referring to the pauses and suspensions found in the everyday as informed by works of Bissell (2007), 
Conlon (2011) and Gray (2011) that have emphasized the notion of waiting, which stands in contrast to 
prevailing literature centered on movement. 
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 In growing up, I am interested in the (dis)junctures of life course and how they impact upon 
the way respondents enter this trade. Attention is given to how certain moments in the past have 
informed, guided, distracted and/or pushed my informants toward their trade. In growing old, I aim 
to understand how the future projections of my respondents affect the way they enact certain 
rhythms in their present work geographies. Finally, in routines and habits, I strive to broaden beyond, 
and not limit myself to, just practices expressed over the geographies of undertaking. Other routines 
that are not unique to the trade will also be drawn upon. However unlike the emphasis on the 
visceral engagements of the body, here I am interested in the expression of practices in terms of 
rhythmic ways.   
 
3.8 Toward the Contextual and the Visceral. 
In this chapter, I have established the conceptual framework of my thesis to foreground another way 
to read the geographies of undertaking that attends to the visceral and contextual realities on the 
ground. This is enabled by locating my framework under the overarching theoretical tenets of more-
than-representation theory and mundane geographies. Through it, I have pointed to how studies on 
undertaking can be made livelier by attending to the visceral, material and contextual aspects of 
everyday practices thus cohering with my aims of animating studies on death and undertaking. 
Thereafter, specific elaborations were made on the theoretical themes of bodies, materialities and 
time-space to inform the conceptual emphases of my framework: rhythmic routines and senses and 
feelings.  
The two overarching concepts are primed at setting the tone for the next chapter (i.e. 
methodology chapter) as well as the empirical chapters. In the next chapter, I will discuss the 
empirical implications of my methodology under the maxims of more-than-representation theory 
and the geographical specificities of my case study – the Singapore undertaking industry. This is 
followed by a review of the recruitment process which is attuned to the existing undertaking 
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geographies of Singapore and a deliberation on my two primary interview methods: seated and 



















































This chapter begins by discussing the empirical implications of more-than-representation theory. 
Emphasis is given to the primary notion of experimentalism and how it underscores my 
methodology. This is followed by an exposition of my chosen case study (i.e. Singapore) in Section 
4.3 to highlight how certain site-specific nuances must be considered before embarking on my 
fieldwork. In Section 4.4, I explain the recruitment process of my research by attending to the 
rationale of my selection criteria and my recruitment methods. I then proceed to deliberate on the 
primary methods that I have deployed in my fieldwork – seated and mobile interviews (see Section 
4.5) – and how I have experimented with various means of conducting those interviews. In this latter 
section, attention is specifically given to how these interview methods can enable the retrieval of 
data that are in tandem with the research questions raised in the Chapter Three. The chapter then 
concludes by reflecting on the limitations of a theoretically and empirically sound methodology 
based on the notion of experimentalism. 
 
4.2 A More-than-Representational Way of Doing … 
As highlighted in Section 3.3, the theoretical contours of MTRT are mainly defined by the need to   
attend to the micro geographies that abound and the myriad narratives that can be retrieved from a 
single site. Evident in most work on mundane geographies (see Jones, 2005; Laurier and Philo, 2006; 
Binne et al, 2007; Laurier, 2008; Bhatti et al, 2009) is a constant reference to that need. Following 
my earlier theoretical exposition of MTRT in Section 3.3, this section will focus on the empirical 
implications of MTRT. 
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 According to scholars (e.g. Lorimer, 2005) who have adopted MTRT as a theoretical tool, the 
erratic nature of ordinary events alerts one to the limits of conventional methods like “in-depth 
interviews and ethnographic ‘procedures’” (Thrift, 2000: 3) that have come to define qualitative 
research in the discipline. However, as Latham (2003) laments, work on the mundane usually fails to 
heed the aforementioned caveat. Explanatively, while mundane geographers have situated 
themselves as researchers of micro geographies found in the everyday, most have instead limited 
their means of interrogating the everyday. This “gap between theory and empirical practices” within 
the discipline is, as Latham (2003: 1993) suggests, largely due to “methodological timidity”.  
To fill this gap, however, does not entail one to “decry the use of such *conventional+ 
methods” (Woodyer, 2008: 351) altogether rather it means pushing one to come up with alternative 
and complementary ways of conducting research that can attend to the nuances in the field. As 
Dewsbury (2010: 323) asserts, the crux is not to formulate and come up with “a better way for doing 
research” rather it means being more experimental and innovative in the deployment of existing 
methods and possibly introducing new(er) methods in the process. This could entail an adaptive re-
use of older methods to suit one’s research (Latham, 2003) or combining a mix of existing methods 
in practice (Hemming, 2008; Simpson, 2011). Methodologically, this implies adopting a continual 
process of “stretching the means by which research is done” (Dewsbury, 2010: 323). This is seen in 
Latham’s (2003) research on Ponsonby Road which involved an organic transition from time-space 
budget diaries to a mix of diary-photograph and diary-interview methods to acknowledge the limits 
of the former while not ditching it entirely. Likewise, in Simpson’s (2011) work on street 
performance, a multi-method approach was adopted that involved the use of observant 
participation33, videography and research diary. Embarking on fieldwork informed by MTRT thus 
                                                             
33 Simpson’s (2011) use of the term echoes that used by Mortion (2005: 668), which is defined as a non-
representational method of participatory fieldwork that stresses on the importance of being attuned to the 




demands an organic sensibility in doing research that is founded on the essence of “resolute 
experimentalism – ‘try again, fail again, fail better’34” (Dewsbury, 2010: 321).  
 Given that my research locates itself in the everyday where contingent encounters and 
events (can) emerge, conventional research methods were re-assessed against the specific aims of 
my thesis, which are to foreground the rhythmic and visceral nature of undertaking. The 
conventional method of in-depth interview was retained but modified according to whether they are 
seated or mobile interviews to enable the retrieval of richer nuances that can relay the objectives. I 
also experimented with the various ways of conducting the interviews by employing the use of 
videography on top of the usual means of audio recording. However before going into a detailed 
discussion of the interview methods, the next section will offer a brief overview of the contextual 
elements of Singapore undertaking geographies and how they have informed my recruitment 
process.     
 
4.3 Setting the scene: Undertaking in Singapore 
Undertaking in Singapore, like most undertaking business conveyed in extant literature (see 
Howarth, 1996; Lynch, 1997), is still largely independent35 of the state. Geographically, funeral 
homes/businesses are mainly located in four main areas36 in Singapore (see Appendix B). They are 
37-38 Sin Ming Drive, 3-4 Toa  Payoh Lorong 8, 78-89 Geylang Bahru and 127-131 Lavender Street 
(see Figure 4.1). The following three pages will provide a pictorial overview of the four main lanes 
(Plate 4.1–4.7) and their distribution across Singapore (Figure 4.1).
                                                             
34 Understandably, this positive outlook must be scaled down to acknowledge the limits imposed by time. 
Harking back to what Dewsbury (2010) has stated, it is not about finding the perfect/best way (hence the 
failure) to gather empirical data but avoiding at the outset of employing methods based on convenience or 
convention.    
35
 This refers to the fact that the employment and site allocation practices of undertaking are mainly 
determined by each funeral business.  
36 Not all funeral businesses operate through a physical storefront; for some the only means of locating them is 














Figure 4.1: Map of Undertaking Geographies in Singapore 
Legend  
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Plate 4.2b: 4 Toa Payoh Lorong 8 
Plate 4.1: 37-38 Sin Ming Drive 
 






















Plate 4.4: 127-131 Lavender Street 






















Plate 4.5a: A typical void deck area 
Plate 4.5b: A Chinese Christian funeral wake held at a void deck 











As evident from their locations, there is an implied designation of funeral homes that 
necessarily eschews their placement within dominant landscapes37 (e.g. the Central Area). Most of 
these funeral homes share the premises with automobile repair shops or wholesale businesses, 
which do not serve as auxiliary industries of undertaking. As one respondent (i.e. Greg38) has 
highlighted, given the nature39 of the trade, there is a tendency for undertaking businesses to cluster 
among themselves within those existing lanes to avoid conflicts. The choice of clustering in specific 
locales is thus predicated neither on industrial camaraderie nor clustering advantages40 (see 
Malmberg, et al, 1996; Keeble and Nachum, 2002), but on coercion. This, as he points out, happens 
to be the case when he first ventured into the industry. Instead of settling into the prescribed 
‘funeral lanes’, he had sought out private leasing in a commercial area but was coerced into giving 
up the lot due to violent objections by neighbouring shop owners and the estate operators even 
                                                             
37 According to Teo et al (2004), dominant landscapes are landscapes of inclusion where the majority are found 
and located. Some examples are Housing Development Board (HDB) flats and the Central Business District in 
Singapore. 
38
 The insertion of a respondent’s account is to provide a background understanding of how geographies of 
undertaking, especially funeral homes, are normalised in public spaces given the lack of literature done on it. 
39 I am referring to the association with the taboos of death. 
40 Here clustering advantages refer to knowledge accumulation and efficient and flexible transactions that 
enable local firms to adapt in a globalized economy that tend to erode them away in favour of global firms. 
Plate 4.7: One of the crematorium viewing halls in MCCC 
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though there were purportedly “no human remains and the place was likened to a furniture shop41”. 
However, this strong aversion to funeral homes is more commonly found in the Chinese community, 
which views death (and all associated activities) as polluting and detrimental to the living (see Tong, 
2004). This is in contrast to the Muslim community which views the work of undertakers or 
pengurusan jenazah (in Bahasa Melayu) as a much revered vocation that requires one to be devoted 
to, and well-versed in, the teachings of the Quran. As opined by Muslim respondents, while the fear 
of death (e.g. hauntings) still remains, it does not extend to a fear of the vocation whereby the 
undertaker is regarded as a spiritual/religious leader (imam).     
 According to the National Environment Agency (NEA) of Singapore (2004), the geographies 
of undertaking do not solely reside in those aforementioned lanes. Instead they extend to various 
sites depending on the nature of the work (e.g. collecting the deceased, holding funeral wakes, 
cremating and entombing the deceased). Depending on where the deceased is placed prior to 
collection, undertakers may need to visit the home of the bereaved or the hospital mortuary. 
Organising funeral wakes for the deceased also means that undertakers necessarily need to work in 
other sites. These sites can include void decks42 (see Photographs 4.5a and 4.5b) or funeral parlours 
for the Chinese funeral director. For Muslim funeral directors, their work geography is mainly found 
in the home of the deceased where they engage in the cleaning/grooming of the deceased using a 
makeshift table (Plate 4.8a and 4.8b) and other portable artefacts (Plate 4.8c) as well as perform the 
necessarily religious chants (Plate 4.9) before the burial. Once the funeral ends, undertakers are also 
involved in the cremation and burial process, which bring them to crematoriums43, columbariums44 
and cemeteries45.  
                                                             
41
 According to Greg, the store was meant to sell caskets and paraphernalia for funeral procession (e.g. urns 
and memorial artefacts). 
42 Void deck refers to the open space found at the ground floor of public housing flats in Singapore. 
Sometimes, they are used by Chinese Singaporeans to hold funeral wakes (Tong, 2004; Lai, 2009). 
43
 In Singapore there are three crematoria, namely, Mandai Crematorium and Columbarium Complex, Kong 
Meng San Phor Kark See Monastery and Tse Toh Aum Temple. 
44 This can refer to Mandai Crematorium and Columbarium Complex (see Photographs 4.6 and 4.7), Yishun 
Columbarium or Choa Chu Kang Columbarium.  
45























Plate 4.8a: Makeshift table stored in a van 

















Given the geographical specificities attached to the undertaking industry in Singapore, 
attention needs to be given to the means of locating and interviewing the undertakers. The next 
section thus discusses the recruitment process in relation to the undertaking localities as well as 
other pertinent criteria (e.g. ethnicity and religion) that aided to specify the search for participants. 
Section 4.5 also highlights how the poly-geographical nature of undertaking had informed the co-
adoption of mobile interviews that are primed at retrieving contextually sensitive data.   
 
 
Plate 4.8c: Cotton roll (left), white shroud (centre) and a pack of rose 
water, perfume, sandalwood and camphor powder (right) 
Plate 4.9: An extract of the chant for the deceased.   
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4.4 Recruitment Process 
Understanding that funeral businesses in Singapore can be located both with and without a physical 
store front that is publicly listed, respondents were recruited using two methods – ‘cold calling’ and 
‘personal network’. In cold calling, respondents were gathered by calling the funeral homes that 
were publicly listed (e.g. Appendix B) and approaching them using the four main areas (see Figure 
4.1). However, for respondents that do not operate under a physical store front or are not publicly 
listed, I had to tap on my social network to locate them via personal referrals.  Snowballing was 
employed thereafter following initial interviews with respondents gathered from the two avenues 
(see Figure 4.2). A total of twenty respondents participated in the research project (see Table 4.1). 
 
Figure 4.2: Recruitment Process. 
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Table 4.1: Respondents List 
 
S/N Pseudonyms Age Gender Nationality/Ethnicity Position/Vocation Interview Method* 
Male Female Foreigner PR Local 
1 Nelson 23     Chinese Funeral Director Seated + Life Story 
2 Joanne 31     Chinese Funeral Director Seated + Life Story 
3 Greg 30s     Chinese Funeral Director Seated + Life Story 
4 Andre 28    Indonesia/ 
Chinese 
 Marketing Executive Seated 
5 Eli 40s   Philippines   Embalmer Seated 
6 Xuling 20s   China   Emcee Seated 
7 Will 50s     Chinese Funeral Director Seated 
8 Ahmad 38     Malay Funeral Director Seated 
9 Winny 46    Malaysia/ 
Chinese 
 Chief Executive Officer/ 
Funeral Director 
Seated 
10 El 20s     Chinese Funeral Director Mobile + Video 
11 Yong 30s     Chinese Pall-bearer Mobile + Video 
12 Xin 30s     Chinese Pall-bearer Mobile + Video 
13 Hui 30s     Chinese Pall-bearer Mobile + Video 
14 Al 48   Philippines   Embalmer Seated 
15 Zack 31     Chinese Funeral Director Seated + Life Story 
16 Vernon** 40s     Eurasian 
Funeral Director 
Seated + Life Story 
17 Mira** 40s     Eurasian Seated + Life Story 
18 Ingrid 59     Chinese Funeral Director/ 
Embalmer 
Seated 
19 Mr Suhaimi 42     Malay 
Funeral Director 
Seated + Life Story 
20 Ms Diy 41     Malay Seated + Life Story 
*Interview methods are divided into seated interview (i.e. Seated) or mobile interview (i.e. Mobile). For some respondents, adaptive use of life story and video recording 
were employed as well to enrich the data. 
** Although Mira and Vernon did not fall into my selection criterion of Chinese or Malays, they were recruited based on their work with Christian clients, their use of 
English as a spoken language. 
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Respondents were recruited based on two selection criteria. Firstly, respondents must be 
engaged in the work of undertaking such as funeral director, pall-bearer, embalmer, emcee and 
assistant to the funeral director. This is chosen to parallel my main aim of ushering in ‘livelier’ 
subjects which are not ‘entombed’ to animate the geography of death. Secondly, respondents that 
were selected based on their ethnicity and religion. This is because, as Howarth (1996) and Tong 
(2004) have stated, ethnicity and religion need to be considered as they tend to influence the type of 
funeral business and, consequently, their everyday work practices which is the focus of my thesis. 
For the purpose of my thesis, I required respondents who were either of Chinese or Malay ethnicity 
whose clients are adherents of Buddhism, Christianity (Catholics and Non-Catholics), Islam or 
Taoism. This is rationalised by the dominant presence of the aforementioned ethnic groups and 
religions in Singapore (see Tables 4.2 and 4.3) which is indicative of a parallel prevalence of 
undertakers catering to these people thereby providing ease of access to potential respondents. 
Additionally, the choice of Chinese and Malays was established based on my linguistic competencies 
in English (advanced), Mandarin (advanced) and Bahasa Melayu (basic). Indian undertakers who are 
mainly conversant in Tamil were thus omitted. Parenthetically, this group of undertakers happens to 
cater to Hindu adherents. 
Table 4.2: Resident population by ethnic group*  
S/N Ethnic Group Number 
1 Chinese 2 793 980 
2 Malays 503 868 
3 Indians 348 119 
4 Others 125 754 
 Total 3 771 721 
*Figures obtained are based on Singaporean residents and Permanent Residents (PR).  








Table 4.3: Resident population aged 5 years and above by religion 
S/N Religion Number 
1 Buddhism 1 032 879 
2 Christianity (Catholics and Non-Catholics) 569 244 
3 No religion* 527 553 
4 Islam 457 435 
5 Taoism (Includes Chinese Traditional Beliefs) 339 149 
6 Hindu 157 854 
 Sikh 10 744 
 Other 10 891 
 Total 3 399 054 
*The notion of no religion does not preclude the employment of funeral services. Should the deceased be 
located within this category, his/her funeral may be conducted based on the faith system adhered by his/her 
next of kin and family. In this regard, the funeral that is held would tend to follow the rituals found in the other 
four main religious groups. On the other hand, some funerals may not entirely adhere strictly to a particular 
religious denomination instead they are defined by a mix of various religious practices (e.g. Taoism and 
Buddhism). This latter type of funerals usually applies to Chinese Singaporeans. In this regard, a mixed funeral 
rite may be held for a deceased Chinese Singaporean with no religious affiliation.  
Source: Singapore Department of Statistics (2010) 
 
Regrettably, the recruitment process only managed to gather few responses from the Malay 
Muslim undertakers as their preferred mode of contact was through personal referral. My lack of 
access to the community thus limited the number of Malay Muslim undertakers that can be 
recruited. Contrastingly, I have managed to gather a larger percentage of respondents that were 
Chinese undertakers46. This can be reasoned by my ease of access to the Chinese community as well 
as my ethnicity, a Singaporean Chinese which might have served as a familiar profile of contact. The 
fact that the larger bulk of Singapore population is made up of Chinese and adherents of Buddhism, 
Christianity and Taoism also accounted for the significant number of responses from Chinese 
undertakers whose main clientele fall under these social categories. Two undertakers of Eurasian 
descent were also recruited due to their service rendered to Christian adherents (i.e. the second 
largest religious group in Singapore) and their preferred choice of English as a conversational 
language.   
                                                             
46 Here I am referring to undertaking businesses that are engaged in arranging funeral for the following 
religious denominations: Buddhism, Taoism and Christianity that are adhered to by Chinese Singaporeans.   
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On hindsight, snowballing proved to be an effective means to recruit respondents which 
highlighted the importance of networking and personal referral in this industry. Added emphasis was 
also given to ‘cold-calling’ which has proven to be an effective way of contacting respondents 
(except for Malay Muslim undertakers) which stands in contrast to the professed “high refusal rate” 
stated in extant literature (see Longhurst, 2007: 124). Thereafter, seated interviews were carried out 
for all twenty respondents. Mobile interviews, however, were only conducted with four 
respondents, namely El, Yong, Xin and Hui. A detailed discussion of these interview methods and the 
means of actualising them on the field are explicated in the next section.  
 
4.5 In-depth interview 
One primary method – in-depth interview – was adopted to draw out data that cohere with my aims 
of offering an embodied and contextual reading of undertaking. The interview method was adopted 
as it can provide an insight into “human relationships” and “why people feel or act in the ways they 
do” (McDowell, 2010: 158) thus giving “some form of direct access” to the respondents (Dunn, 2005: 
79). However, paying heed to tenets of MTRT and the variable geographies of my case studies, the 
way interviews were conducted was essentially divided into two modes – seated and mobile.  
In the following sub-sections, I examine the empirical implications of seated and mobile 
interviews vis-à-vis my aim of gathering data that pertains to everyday rhythms and visceral 
engagements as well as how the execution of both methods necessarily pay heeds to the notion of 
experimentalism. First, I highlight how seated interviews enabled the retrieval of data pertaining to 
the rhythmic and visceral. Added emphasis is also given to how a life story approach was adopted 
and adapted from seated interviews as the mode of exchange took on a lengthier timeframe, which 
allowed the collection of rich(er) accounts. Next, I point to the employment of mobile interviews and 
their ability to capture, to a large extent, the contingent nature of everyday events and 
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engagements. A brief discussion of videography is also included thereafter to illustrate how data 
retrieved from mobile interviews were expanded through the use of audio-visual recording.  
 
4.5.1 Seated Interview 
All twenty seated interviews were conducted in a semi-structured manner aided by an aide memoire 
(see Appendix B) which is divided into three categories – past: self and others; present: self and 
others; and future: self and others. These interview prompts were deliberately categorised according 
to the following (see Section 1.2): how did respondents enter the trade? How do they perform their 
daily work practices? How do their future projections for the business determine their current work 
practices?  Ideally, these general queries were conceived to draw out a wider breadth of answers 
that can generate anecdotes that feed into the research queries raised in Section 3.5.2, Section 3.6 
and Section 3.7.  
For example, the first interview prompt was poised to answer the query pertaining to their 
growing up phase with equal emphasis on their visceral and material encounters that aspired or 
edged them toward undertaking. The second interview prompt, however, worked to answer the 
bulk of my questions pertaining to: 1) what are the moments and encounters that apprehend the 
bodily self of undertakers? How they feel when confronted by people and objects that they come in 
contact with everyday in their job? How do they negotiate those encounters? (Section 3.5.2: 31); 2) 
what are the objects used and encountered in the geographies of undertaking? How do they affect 
the everyday (work and social) lives of the undertakers? How are their effects negotiated by the 
undertakers? (Section 3.6: 34); 3) how are everyday practices appropriated by various contexts? 
(Section 3.7: 37) Lastly, the third interview prompt ends off by drawing answers that can offer hints 
of what are the possible future trajectories (Section 3.7: 37) that can affect their current practices 
and who/what are the people, businesses or entities that shaped those projections.  
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 Each interview lasted about 75 minutes and data retrieved via this method were recorded 
using an audio device for transcribing purposes. Since one half of my conceptual framework is 
interested in rhythms refracted across past, present and future, this sedentary mode of interview 
was thus selected to provide a relaxed platform where my respondents could take the time to 
ponder and relay their thoughts. However, given the need to tease out visceral engagements to fulfil 
the other half of my conceptual theme, attention was also directed to the facial changes of my 
respondents. In particular, I was attentive to facial expressions that were (sub)consciously 
communicated by my respondents which might indicate disgust, sadness or joy. With the approval of 
some of my respondents47, some of the interviews were recorded using a camcorder/digital 
camera48. This enabled me to review the interview thereafter and take note of certain expressions 
that were presented during the exchange.  
Given the ease at which some of the respondents slide into a storytelling mode (e.g. let me 
tell you something that happened before …), life story was adapted from their seated interviews. 
According to Atkinson (2002: 126) and Jackson and Russell (2010), life story is one form of interview 
where the informant leads by narrating his/her experiences to the interviewer, which are more 
textured and personal. Life histories were collected from Nelson, Joanne and Zack whose interview 
times came close to 180 minutes each; Greg, who was willing to let me contact his wife to answer 
questions pertaining to his changes (in terms of habits) since joining the industry, many of which he 
was not able to identify and articulate during our interview which was pertinent at explaining how 
everyday practise are appropriated when going into undertaking; and the husband and wife duos, 
namely Vernon and Mira as well as Suhaimi and Diy.  
 
 
                                                             
47 Only Nelson and Greg were agreeable to this method. 
48 The camcorder is a Sony Bloggie camcorder (model: MHS-CM5) which records in high definition. The digital 
camera is Sony Cybershot (model: DSC-W110) equipped with 4x optical zoom and 7.2 megapixels. 
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4.5.2 Mobile Interview: ‘Go-Along’ 
Mobile interview or ‘go-along’ was conducted to draw out data that were more contextual (see 
Casey, 2000, 2001; Kusenbach, 2003; Anderson, 2004), which could feed into the research questions 
extending from the second interview prompt. Unlike a seated interview where the conditions are 
more static given the controlled environment with minimal interruptions, a go-along enables a more 
fluid and dynamic environment for researchers to work with that attends to the contingencies of the 
everyday. Since the geographies of undertaking are multi-sited, this method allowed me to draw out 
nuances that are sensitive to the situated time-spaces and the types of interaction that are 
transacted between my respondents and the other people/objects over various geographies of 
undertaking49. In particular, it enabled me to partake and observe everyday activities like working, 
driving, waiting and conversing which (in some ways) helped to animate the data retrieved from my 
seated interviews. 
Go-alongs with four respondents, namely El , Yong, Xin and Hui, was conducted over the 
course of two days. Specifically, I conducted a go-along with El on 7 April 2010 and attended two 
funeral wakes: one was a Chinese Christian wake at the void deck of Blk 460 in Hougang while the 
other was a Chinese Buddhist wake at the void deck of Blk 290B in Bukit Batok. I also conducted 
another go-along with all four undertakers on 8 April 2010, which brought me from Blk 460 in 
Hougang to the MCCC.  
To enrich the data collected on the field, especially with regard to how respondents perform 
their daily work practices, I experimented with a mixed employment of audio-visual recording and 
field notes. The focus of my videos was particularly centred on the way participants organised 
themselves in the work sites, which pertains to how they engage the bereaved as well as the funeral 
paraphernalia and everyday objects. Explanatively, the employment of video recording was due to 
its capacity to contextualise moments in time and space thus attending to the “moment-ness” of 
                                                             
49
 Refer to the previous section on undertaking in Singapore.  
 60 
  
engagements (Latham, 2003 in Murray, 2009: 474). As noted by Buscher (2006), the suturing of 
(what is considered) static images in sequence via video allows one to (re)explore the moments 
(especially the material and social interactions) in greater detail in various modalities (e.g. slowed, 
reversed, static). This enabled me to compare field notes with a particular moment captured or 
revisit particular moments and conduct follow-up interviews to gather new insights (see also 
Simpson, 2011).  
 
4.6 Reflection 
On hindsight, although the theoretical and empirical linkages of MTRT can and should be realised to 
provide a cogent research framework, it did require a conscious effort on my part to constantly 
engage with those ideals in my fieldwork. This was especially so when certain research methods (e.g. 
diaries) were pointedly rejected given the hectic and ad-hoc nature of my respondents’ work.  
Additionally, the extent to which certain methods like videoing and go-alongs could be 
implemented was subjected to the approval of my respondents. According to all respondents, while 
the idea of capturing them on film was permitted, the idea of (incidentally) subjecting their clients 
(i.e. the bereaved) to the filming process was promptly rejected to protect their clients’ privacy. 
While this ethical belief was equally embraced by El, Yong, Xin and Hui, they were able to provide 
me with a prior assessment of their existing clients and direct me to funerals where videoing might 
be allowed. However, even these assessments fell short for the funeral go-along at Blk 290B in Bukit 
Batok where the suggested videoing had to be excluded due to the vulnerable state of the bereaved.   
 In this regard, the feasibility of actualising the notion of experimentalism needs to be 
weighed against the contingent factors that emerge in any fieldwork. In many instances, while 
certain experimented methods may seem conceptually novel (e.g. videoing or diaries), they can be 
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undermined by extrinsic conditions as evident by my attempt at including audio-visual recording in 
my mobile interviews and my desire to use diaries as a research tool. 
 
4.7 Concluding Remarks 
In this chapter, I have established the conceptual and empirical grounds of my methodology. At the 
outset, I deliberated on the link between more-than-representation theory and empirical research 
and highlighted the notion of experimentalism. This is followed by a brief discussion of the context 
of my case study, Singapore, and how undertaking geographies found within it are necessarily multi-
sited. I then detailed my recruitment process and the adopted research methods in relation to the 
geographical specificities of undertaking in Singapore. Emphasis was given to how the primary 
method of in-depth interviews was cleft into sedentary and mobile interviews and how they worked 
to draw out data pertaining to the visceral and contextual themes of my research. Findings gathered 
from these methods were percolated through the themes established in my conceptual framework 
(see Figure 3.2), namely ‘rhythmic routines’ and ‘senses and feelings’ and explicated in the next two 



































Rhythmic Routines: (Un)Making the Undertaker 
 
5.1 Introduction 
The everyday, as scholars have argued, is not closed but open and “polydimensional” (Gardiner, 
2000: 6). It is a nexus of intersecting time-spaces that both endures and dislocates activities in the 
everyday. It is varyingly referred to as that “which happens day after day” (Felski, 2000: 18), the beat 
of the metronome (Lefebvre, 1995) or a “cycle of activities” (Crang, 2001: 189). Nevertheless, all 
these definitions do converge to a common understanding of the everyday as one that is comprised 
of multiple rhythms and habits stretching across different moments.   
Found in the sphere of the everyday are rhythms that are cyclical such as the seasons, 
diurnal changes and lifecycles as well as those that are of a linear kind, defined by (to and fro) 
movements and pauses.  While these rhythms may seem separated, they are in fact constantly 
interfering with one another in reality (Lefebvre, 2004: 8). In this regard, the everyday is essentially a 
conflux of both repetitions whereby the linear expression of a habit at any particular moment 
necessarily intertwines with the effects of a broader cyclical rhythm (e.g. lifecycle) that either 
motivates/pushes (as the past) or seduces/pulls (as the future) it into action. However, the analysis 
does not stop at that, scholars have also noted how the everyday is not entirely uniform but made 
up of “shattered and fragmented times” hence suggesting that habits and rhythms (can) collapse 
(Paolucci, 1998; Crang 2001; Ehn and Löfgren, 2009; Trentmann, 2009). As Trentann (2009:69) notes, 
“*r+hythms and habits are interspersed with disjunctures and connected via suspensions, 
interferences and repair work” and in this regard, the everyday is always “constantly attaching, 
weaving and disconnecting; constantly mutating and creating” (Harrison, 2000: 502). Precisely 




 Relatedly, the analysis found in this chapter is threefold. First in Section 5.2, I focus on the 
‘stretch-ability’ of rhythms and habits by interrogating the past as a means to understand the 
endurance of certain rhythms in the present. This entails teasing out moments that show how 
respondents came to enter the trade and how the route to undertaking is more often a ruptured 
one during their course of growing up. In Section 5.3, I point out that undertaking (at the present) is 
equally a teleologically conceived practice that culminates in a projected future or futures to re-
emphasise the relationality of rhythms across time.   
In Section 5.4, I highlight how certain routinized habits enacted in the present geographies 
of undertaking are necessarily 1) an adaptation of old habits, 2) compounded acts in spite of their 
seemingly mundaneness, and 3) transgressive in nature when enacted in other geographies. This 
latter section is thus divided into three parts. Section 5.4.1 will show how routines are never 
unchanging by contrasting the old habits of respondents’ against those newly acquired ones. 
Emphasis will be given to the following everyday routines - sleeping, eating and working. Section 
5.4.2 will extend further from the broad activity of working by focusing on two specific types of 
activity that come under it – driving and waiting. Through driving, I argue that contrary to 
assumptions made about it as just a mindless and dull act (see Freund and Martin, 1993; Taylor, 
2003), it is in fact compounded: while uniformly perceived, it is concomitantly enacted with other 
activities. Through ‘waiting’, I hope to steer away from usual iterations of defining rhythm as flux 
and movement by exploring moments when movement is suspended and argue for a relational 
understanding that locates waiting in the rhythm of the everyday. Section 5.4.3 will explicate 
moments when habituated acts of undertaking impinged on other geographies, which inevitably 
expose those acts as ‘out of place/time’. I will also show how respondents have come to manage the 
common practice of ‘introducing oneself’ to evade certain social minefields due to the taboo nature 
of the trade.  
Adopting an everyday lens that attends to the situated time-spaces and the (un)making of 
rhythms and routines/habits thus forwards my argument of moving away from the usual ‘social-
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spatial’ and ‘social-structure’ iterations that can hide potentials and realities of undertaking 
geographies. More importantly it links back to one of my objectives of offering a contextual reading 
of undertaking of which the effects of different time-spaces are inflected on the everyday 
geographies of the vocation. Specifically, the following exposition will work to answer the research 
queries raised earlier in Section 1.2 (page 6-7) and Section 3.7 (page 37) that question how the 
dislocation/endurance of old/new rhythms (e.g. sleeping, eating, working, driving, waiting and 
socialising) is influenced by the broader rhythms of growing up and growing old. While time-space 
and rhythms may be the focus of this chapter, added emphasis is also given to the relationality of 
materials abound in the work geographies of undertaking. Necessarily, a focus on materiality will be 
woven into the analyses by highlighting how certain objects (e.g. mobile phones, food, vehicles, mike 
stands, corpses) and people affect the rhythms of undertaking.   
 
5.2 Growing Up: Being ‘different’ 
Growing up, most respondents situate themselves as stepping to a different beat: while the larger 
populace side steps from topics/geographies of death in their everyday routine, they are invariably 
drawn toward them. Central to all respondents’ accounts was a common understanding that 
undertaking and death, from when they were young, was not something they regarded as a taboo 
subject. However, they do note that while they themselves do not fear or get repulsed by the trade 
or the idea of death, those around them still embrace those taboos (in varying degrees). As most 
respondents have pointed out, denigrated acts of fearing or misunderstanding the trade include 
“silencing/hushing anything said about it”50, “mocking the social standing of the trade” and 
“practising cautionary measures against those involved in the trade”. Such distanciated treatments 
of death stand in contrast with the deathscape literature, which has stated how death at post burial 
sites is often revered and associated with notions of sacredness. As rationalised by scholars (Gorer, 
                                                             
50
 Hereafter, the use of quotation marks is employed for the insertion of extracted quotes from respondents. 
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1965; Ariès, 1974; Watson, 1982; Prior, 1989; Walter, 1991; Tong, 2004), such inversed sentiments 
are informed by the notion of proximity to abject entities – the (psychical51 and physical52) excesses 
of the dead body – which renders those who come in contact with them as carriers of such excesses.   
Having witnessed such acts of abhorrence by others against the trade, many of the 
participants adopted an opposing stance that favours undertaking. For some, it was precisely the 
fact that death and undertaking are consistently suppressed and hushed that prompted them to ask 
and learn more thus providing them with an informed understanding that is not clouded by 
superstition or superficial bias, which deems undertaking as abjected practices. This is exemplified 
by Nelson, a Chinese funeral director in his 20s: 
Family and anybody, [especially] those older generations, have very bad 
impression of this job because this job is associated with death, with bad luck … 
[S]ince young, whenever I walked past a funeral my parents would ask me not to 
look or move away. So slowly this kind of actions will lead to one kind of curiosity: 
why I cannot see, why I cannot go visit or ask anything about funeral? … *As such+ 
I personally, after school or whatsoever if walk past again, will stand and observe 
five to ten minutes [to see] what are they doing, [and from those observations, I 
started to question] why is every single funeral different?  Why Christians do it 
this way? Why Buddhist do this way? Why Taoist do it another way? It is very 
interesting to me [to see] how people treat death and also the afterlife 
procedures. So this kind of question surfaces [and prompted me] to know more 
about this trade. This is because of the restrictions and pressures [instilled] by 
parents – of not going near or knowing about this kind of industry or [anything] 
related.53 
As noted by Lefebvre (2004: 7), the immutability of repetition or “absolute repetition” needs to be 
corrected to acknowledge the fact that “*n+ot only does repetition not exclude differences, it also 
gives birth to them; it produces them”. In this regard and as evident from Nelson’s account, the 
normative rhythm of censuring the vocation from the everyday can collapse and in the process 
foment the emergence of new(er) interpretations of the trade. Nevertheless, such curiosity and 
                                                             
51 Psychical excesses refer to the ghostly hauntings associated with the dead (see Tong, 2004; Harvey, 2008). 
52 Physical excesses refer to the transgressive and polluting elements of the dead (e.g. blood, noxious odours 
and fecal matters). 
53 All accounts from respondents are quoted in verbatim to preserve the authenticity of their answers. 




progressive attitudes toward the trade is nothing without the support of other people such as 
families and peers. In Nelson’s case, he attributed his venture into the trade to his aunt who was 
open to his enquiries about the trade.  
For others, support also came from “being in a family of undertakers” hence the absence of 
taboo, or from a family/community54 that was never biased against the trade in the first place to 
peers that shared similar sentiments about the trade. However, in some instances, the social 
support was absent, and instead what spurred them on to engage closely with the trade and death 
were critical moments that took place when they were younger.  This was evident in Ingrid’s case, a 
Chinese funeral director and certified embalmer in her 50s: 
Ingrid: My family has such a taboo about this trade. Truly taboo. This trade did not 
run in the family so it’s not easy since it is not a family business. *Moreover, many 
of my] family members do not view it positively. 
GJ: But back then when you were younger, what was your impression of this 
trade? 
Ingrid: I was very traumatised [by the way the trade was run]. When I was young 
at the age of 10 because of my father’s ignorance when my mother passed away. 
Someone suggested to commemorate all the Teochew Taoist rituals. The whole 
thing came up to 25,000 dollars, which is a huge amount of money back at that 
time *the 1960s+. So as a result, my father didn’t have enough. He was ill informed 
of the total bill and the cost. People should know the bereaved is an elderly man 
with two younger children so [they] should not recommend anything like that! My 
father had difficulty paying the bill so we actually sold the very house we owned 
and it was still not enough. So livelihood for us was extremely difficult. 
Having gone through an adverse experience involving the trade, Ingrid thus saw the need to be 
informed of what this trade and death entail. Despite the lack of discussion involving death, she still 
saw the need to communicate and open up dialogue with others to better equip herself with the 
knowledge. A change in the reification of death/funeral censorship in the everyday can thus be 
accounted by the typology of the subject (e.g. a curious individual), the presence of communal 
support and circumstantial contingencies (e.g. death in a family).    
                                                             
54 Support for the vocation is usually found in the Muslim community as opposed to the Chinese community 
based on their differing views on the vocation (refer back to Section 4.3).    
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However, having a personal interest that was encouraged since young is not entirely the 
determining factor that led my participants into the trade. The growing up rhythm of an individual 
can change as (s)he grows up and likewise dreams and aspirations fomented during various stages of 
one’s life can distract, reroute or push them toward the trade.  
 
5.2.1 Distracted, Rerouted and Edged  
The transition from adolescent to adulthood, as scholars argue, is a precarious one that is never 
defined by a singular trajectory (see Skelton, 2000; Thomson and Holland, 2002; Valentine et al, 
2003; Kraftl, 2008; Brown, 2011). Aspirations, expectations and normative discourses are essentially 
entangled during this phase which makes it hard for one to pin point the future or where an 
adolescent will end up in the future. To complicate matters, Brown (2011: 20) cites that  
Aspirations are strong emotional impulses that motivate an individual to work 
towards the achievement of an anticipated better future. As such, they are always 
entangled with other emotions, such as anticipation, fear and excitement, and 
emotional attachments to particular people and places. 
In this regard, aspirations for the future may (not) hold over the long haul based on circumstantial 
reasons.  
 For most respondents, the idea of undertaking as a career did not come naturally as their 
first choice. Consider the experience of Greg, a Chinese funeral director in his 30s. 
GJ: When you were younger did you imagine joining the trade? 
Greg: No. When I was a teenager it was my dream goal and my career path [to be 
a thespian/actor]. When I did not make it into theatre studies in Victoria Junior 
College, I was hysterical (laughs). My [initial] goal was to do theatre studies, go 
[into] arts [faculty] and do theatre in NUS55 but it just did not come through. 
Screw that, lets take up accountancy.  
GJ: So drastic?  
                                                             
55
 National University of Singapore 
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Greg: I felt that the two years training would serve as a strong base. Back then I do 
not know why I did not consider Laselle or NAFA56. It just felt beneath me back 
then. And I did not think my parents would be able to send me overseas. And 
before that I took an AAT57 diploma. It was non-strenuous and easy and I had a lot 
of free time. So a lot of my free time was spent doing outside theatre – I was SRT58 
young company so we did a lot of rehearsals and shows here and there. 
Evidently, the choice of going into undertaking did not even surface when Greg was growing up in 
his adolescent years. The passion for acting figures strongly in his teens and as highlighted in the 
above, despite not following through with his original trajectory of going into theatre studies in 
junior college followed by performance studies in NUS, he still managed to find alternative ways to 
fulfil those goals of acting.  As I probed further to his rationale of doing theatre and accounting then 
and undertaking now, he points out the following: 
Back then we (my family) were not sure if we were going into the business [of 
undertaking]. We just supply [peanuts and drinks]. We know those stuff will end 
up in funeral wakes but we never thought of going [into the business].  
Also when you are in your teens, you know, you don’t do what your parents do. 
But later on, you realise that it might not be a bad idea. As you grow older, it is 
not easy to find a job and especially as an accountant, you need to keep up with 
the certifications. But as a business owner I might just have a fighting chance of 
ten to twenty years and maybe retire by 40 if my business is successful. So I 
basically weighed the pros and the cons and decided to go in. 
For a handful of respondents, going into undertaking is due to an immediate association of 
the trade to economic viability; a reason much similar to the sentiments expressed by Greg. 
However, unlike Greg, this group of respondents hardly had direct contact with the trade (i.e. no 
family-run funeral business) rather the choice to enter the trade was prompted by the need to fulfil 
the working phase of their life course. As professed by Xuling, a female funeral emcee who is in her 
20s: 
After the University entrance examination, I was considering which course to 
apply. Then I heard that studying an undertaking course is niche and it will be easy 
to land a job after I graduate. This is verified by my peers and seniors who have 
gone through a similar route … My grandfather objected but my parents were 
                                                             
56 Nanyang Academy of Fine Arts 
57 Association of Accounting Technicians 
58
 Singapore Repertory Theatre 
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very encouraging because they understand that in China59, the job market is stiff 
for mainstream vocations (e.g. engineering). So for them, my choice of taking 
something non-mainstream did allay their worries. 
Practicality, which figures strongly in Xuling’s and other respondents’ accounts, resonates well with 
Brown’s (2011) work which cites that many youths entering adulthood are veered towards financial 
security and realistic career choices. In this regard, prevailing job market conditions as highlighted by 
Xuling can edge (un)interested parties toward a vocation (like undertaking) that promises better 
career opportunities and prospects.  
For others, the choice of going into undertaking was very clear in the beginning. Many a 
times, the decision was motivated by their desire to “continue/expand the family business” and 
“lessen the burden on their fathers” who have toiled so much for the family. This is exemplified in 
the following accounts by Zack, a Chinese funeral director and Ahmad, a Muslim funeral director 
both in their 30s: 
Zack: When I was young, I saw how my dad [who is a funeral director] gave so much for 
the family. I only saw him in the morning [before I go to school] or midnight [when I was 
studying]. I just wanted to help ease the burden on my dad. Also, I realised that Singapore 
as a whole is proceeding well in many industries save for the funeral industry [so there is 
potential for the business to grow]. 
Ahmad: The only thing I foresee when I [do] enter the industry is you know when you see 
how hard your dad work *for others+, there will come a time for you to lessen the dad’s 
burden [and that is why I entered the trade]. 
To these respondents, the working hours of undertaking are seen as falling out of place with 
normative working hours. This is made evident in Zack’s account, when time-spaces of undertaking 
overlap and take up familial time; this problem is regarded as one that needs to be corrected. The 
motivated interest on my respondents’ part to correct this disturbance to achieve a normative 
work-life balance for their fathers’ thus encouraged them to take up the reins and take on those 
‘erratic’ work patterns as a means to an end.  However, the desire to expedite the induction into 
the trade is never a linear course of action. Instead as pointed out by Zack and other respondents 
they could only help out on a part-time basis as they needed to fulfil their educational pursuits and 
                                                             
59 Given that Xuling is a foreigner who is now working in Singapore, the narration about her past is thus 
situated in the context of her homeland in China where she began her work in the funeral business. 
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as they are Singaporean/permanent resident males, compulsory two-year National Service at the 
age of eighteen.  
 In Section 5.2, I have highlighted that while respondents may situate themselves as more 
‘open’ than the rest of their communities with regard to the notion of undertaking and death thus 
treading on a different beat, the drive to push them to learn more about the trade is necessarily 
varied (e.g. familial support or an adverse encounter with the trade) but nevertheless encouraging in 
their own ways. However, these bearings may not hold over the growing up years. As noted by 
Edensor (2010: 3), “rhythms are essentially dynamic”, underlain by a cacophony of flows that bring 
together different materials, subjects and places across various moments. For some, the adolescent 
years triggered aspirations of identifiable careers that momentarily preclude the career option of an 
undertaker, which eventually surfaced due to practicality. However, for a handful, such a pragmatic 
sensibility easily edged them toward undertaking – a career option that affords economic assurance. 
For others the bearings were fuelled by a desire to take over their fathers’ work in the undertaking 
business as means to share or reduce the work burden.  
In this regard, as pointed by the respondents, the globally shared rhythm of growing up is 
necessarily refracted according to the people and the context that were encountered along the way 
which explains how the rhythmic routines experienced by each undertaker are necessarily multi-
varied. Nevertheless, these (varied) trajectories of the past all work to push respondents into the 
trade as well as enable and endure certain rhythms and routines in the present  such as interrupted 
sleeping patterns, altered eating habits, compounded driving and waiting routines, and 
transgressive/inhibited social exchanges. However, this latter inference must be moderated 
alongside the constitutive effects of growing old. In the next section, I will highlight the aspirations 





5.3 Growing Old: Future Projections 
As Schatzki (2001) points out, the nature of routines and practices is never divorced from its 
teleological underpinnings. Being in the trade of undertaking and enacting practices within those 
geographies, as my interviewees have revealed, are motivated not just by the past but also a desire 
to work towards a future. This future, as many of them have highlighted is defined in relation to the 
localised and globalised development rhythms of the industry as well as by a need to leave 
something behind for the next generation (i.e. ‘passing the baton’). In this regard, projecting into the 
future(s) by my respondents is teleologically constructed by quadruple acts of 1) pegging the industry 
as a whole against other industries in Singapore, 2) situating their own businesses against the current 
status quo of the industry, 3) locating their business in an international platform60, and 4) continuing 
the survival of the business for posterity. Consider the following: 
Zack: I realised that Singapore as a whole though proceeding well in many 
industries, *the+ funeral industry has been neglected … I believe more can be 
done. 
However, as Zack and many respondents further add, the business is probably neglected because of 
a low overall output/revenue generated by the industry, which is hardly noteworthy compared to 
other industries. According to Greg, this marginal output is due to a moderated calculation that takes 
into account of earnings from the established funeral homes (which have in fact generated high 
earnings) against the freelance establishments (which do not earn as much due to lack of 
accountability and a weak customer base).  Not only that, he further opines that the reason why 
output is low is because of a prevailing practice of undermining one another’s price charges. Since 
clients tend to get lured by low charges, the overall revenue generated will be lowered. Other 
respondents also note that despite the recent admission of many younger undertakers, the industry 
is still saturated with the “old generation of undertakers” who tend to be “lowly educated” and 
                                                             
60 I am referring to funeral businesses that are found abroad in countries such as Philippines, China, Taiwan, 
Australia, New Zealand, United Kingdom and the United States of America.   
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“Hokkien spouting uncles61”. More often than not, the presence of this group of people influences 
the younger undertakers who fall out of this demography to adjust and fit in, which inevitably 
reinforces the status quo of the industry. This is highlighted by Greg’s wife who laments that: 
He … erm … is more uncle now. I think because he needs to appear older so that 
there is believability and also he is constantly mixing with the people there. 
Previously [the way he carries himself] is likened to a thespian, now he is a 
hokkien-spewing uncle.  
The combination of a low output and lack of professionalism as cited by these respondents thus 
explains the relegation of the industry within the Singapore economic landscape. The development 
rhythm of the industry therefore is seen as falling out of sync with other industries.   
For some, exposure to similar business abroad has opened them to the various gaps in their 
own business. As pointed out by Joanne, Greg, Winny and Zack who have attended regional and 
international conferences and conventions (e.g. Asia Funeral Expo), being exposed to the industry 
standards (beyond the local) has fuelled their desire to push their own businesses and (hopefully) the 
overall industry toward those global standards.  
For others, the need to play catch-up with the development rhythms of other industries is 
instead motivated by a personal desire to leave something behind for other people (i.e. family 
members). However, all those who expressed this motivation did not specify that their children need 
to take on the reins of the business. Instead, they state that the aim for raising and growing this 
business is to give their children a sense of financial assurance. To this regard, they would want their 
children to at least own a share of the business.  
These aspirations thus provide added explanations to the enduring nature of certain present 
(disruptive) enactments such as wakeful sleep or dissociative eating. As opposed to giving up and 
perhaps reverting back to the normalcy of their originally shared rhythms (e.g. circadian sleep 
patterns), they are instead pulled into these new rhythms that saturate their work geographies to 
                                                             
61
 The term uncle is used widely in Singapore to refer to any middle-age men. 
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fulfil certain (industry-driven or familial-driven) goals. The next section will touch on these new 
rhythms and how they were acquired, enacted and managed in the present geographies of 
undertaking. 
 
5.4 Routines and Habits 
Having gone into this trade, many respondents cite that certain routines or rhythms get affected or 
acquired due to the nature of the job. Specifically, shared rhythms of sleeping, eating, working, 
driving, waiting and conversing are expounded and analysed along three veins. First I will touch on 
how previous routinized habits changed into new/altered ones. This can refer to an interrupted 
sleeping pattern of wakeful alertness due to work-related calls, changed eating habits and a 
heightened sensitivity to cleanliness while working.  Second, I will narrow down to two specific 
everyday practices of undertakers (i.e. driving and waiting) and argue that contrary to classic 
interpretations of routines, which have referred to them as mindless and singular (Freund and 
Martin, 1993; Taylor, 2003) these mundane activities are in fact concomitantly exercised alongside 
other practices (e.g. mindful thinking and/or smoking). More importantly, I propose that an emphasis 
on routines and rhythm as perpetual movements (be it slow or fast) is necessarily flawed as pointed 
out by recent works dealing with the notion of waiting (Bissell, 2007; Conlon, 2011; Gray, 2011). 
Third, I expand the effects of routine from the personal to the social by highlighting how shared 
rhythms of conversing/talking can, as a result of being in this trade generate social conflicts due to 
transgressive utterances. In addition, I will also point to how a common social practice like 
conversing with other people is equally a practice of self-censorship for most respondents.  Overall, 
what this section and its sub-sections seek to highlight, are how everyday rhythms found in 
undertaking are necessarily messy and disruptive to further emphasise the importance of other 
rhythms (e.g. growing up and growing old) that may foment the continuance of undertaking for all 
respondents.    
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5.4.1 Old and New Habits: Wakeful Sleep, Dissociative Eating Habits and Mindful Work 
Wakeful Sleep62 
According to many participants, routines of being asleep and awake become altered after entering 
the vocation, which is regarded as “ad-hoc” and operates “all day and all night”. This is reasoned by a 
need to be contactable at all times since “death can take place anytime” which basically render most 
moments wakeful. This, as respondents have cited, is made plausible by other objects like their 
mobile phones. As Pfaff (2010) has argued, the advent of mobile phones has (re)configured the ways 
we conduct ourselves in the private and public spheres. With increased technological sophistication 
and supportive infrastructure, the affordances of mobile phones essentially become manifold. One 
consequence, he notes, is the blurring of boundaries that separate work and home. Evident in my 
findings were specific time-space moments when my respondents were awoken by case calls at 
night. Here, sleeping is hardly a suspension of activities and clearly does not preclude work. As 
relayed by my respondents, they are perpetually braced for calls at every moment which extends the 
number of wakeful moments. Even if one is considered a deep sleeper, the ringing of his/her mobile 
phone can immediately propel him/her to take on a wakeful/alert disposition to convey a sense of 
professionalism to clients. Consider the following accounts: 
Suhaimi: (Recounting a recent case) I was sleeping [and it was] about two plus [in 
the morning+. I ‘jump’ when I hear the call and immediately ask about the usual 
stuff: where is it, the gender of the deceased, the confirmation by the family 
members, etc. 
El: If in terms of sound … Probably I respond very fast to phone calls. So even in 
the middle of the night, 2 am or 3 am, the moment someone calls me, the other 
party will think I am not sleeping. But in actual fact I am lying [there] and [in a] 
sleeping [position] but I just talk perfectly like I am still awake [as if] I am still 
working … Before I join this trade I will tell them (those who call in the middle of 
the night) that I am sleeping and actually most of the time I off my phone. 
Greg’s wife: *Greg+ is actually a deep sleeper but when *the+ hand phone rings, he 
is almost immediately awake. Ya … that’s what I find amazing because alarm 
clocks cannot even wake him up. So I suppose you have to be ‘on the ball’ *for this 
job because] you have to be constantly contactable. 
                                                             
62
 See Section 6.3 for further discussion.    
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Being awake thus extends to moments of sleep. As recent literature dealing with sleep has 
opined, such normative understandings of sleep need to be reworked to broaden the contours of 
sleep geographies (see Kraftl and Horton, 2008). The materiality of objects and their effects on 
bodies in the time-spaces of sleep, in this regard, needs to be emphasized to dissolve the 
demarcated time-spaces of asleep and awake.  
 
Dissociative Eating habits 
Studies of food geographies (see Bell and Valentine, 1997; Valentine, 1999a, 1999b) have long 
pointed to an emphasis of the social and the visceral in consumptive practices. As Probyn (2000: 1) 
cites, while these practices may seem “boring *and+ mundane”, they are also “intensely social” and 
“complicated”. As highlighted by Longhurst et al (2009) the mundane act of eating/cooking is always 
a coming together of corporeal faculties interacting with the materiality of food over space. Eating 
practices are thus relationally conceived and multifariously expressed over space. However, most 
literatures have tended to focus on the poetics of eating. Examples include a reinforced eating habit 
due to nostalgic events (e.g. remembering a mother’s cooking), the joy of mixing ingredients and the 
social event that cooking/eating entails. While negative or constrained experiences of eating are 
covered in some of those studies, their conceptions are always based on a socio-political angle that 
pertains to the normalisation of eating patterns (see Valentine, 1999a; Longhurst et al, 2008: 211). In 
this regard, I seek to insert an alternative interpretation to the everyday practice of eating. 
 According to the anecdotes shared by respondents, many of them point to a constant 
sighting of other objects or foods like ga li kue63 (curry chicken) due to the nature of their work. This 
is also evident when I did the go-along with El. As professed by those I have interviewed, the 
                                                             
63
 This refers to the Hokkien reference of curry chicken. Ga li refers to ‘curry’ while kue refers to ‘chicken’. It 
must be noted that the aversion to curry chicken is only unique to participants engaged in Chinese funeral 
businesses due to the need to prevailing practice of catering food during wakes. Hence, this aversion is not 
observed amongst my Muslim respondents who are not engaged in a similar practice. 
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immediate association of ‘curry chicken’ is inevitable since it is considered a basic and staple dish at 
most funeral wakes. This context of constantly seeing, smelling and eating curry chicken at work 
(especially when they visit the bereaved during the wakes) thus results in an excessive contact with 
the usual fare which prompt an immediate dissociation from those foods when the undertakers are 
not working. Consider the following accounts when prompted by my query on food: 
Nelson: Ga li kue! Then you also have the usual [fare] – cha bee hoon (stir-fried 
rice vermicelli)… When I go over to parties (i.e. not working) if the person (i.e. 
host) caters those stuff I will immediately think of funeral … I usually avoid them … 
seen too much already. 
Greg: Food ar, you kinda get sick of ga li kue and cha bee hoon … When I have 
functions in the office itself, I tell my caterers: eh please don’t give me the normal 
food [be]cause I am going to be eating those later(laughs) 
 Some respondents have also expressed changes in eating habits after moments of contacting 
dead bodies. However, these allusions are usually tied to their initial entry into the work when such 
sightings were considered extraordinary and intense. As conveyed by Will, a Chinese funeral director 
in his 50s:  
During my first job, when I saw all these stuff (with reference to the entrails 
removed during a post-mortem case), I really lost my appetite for a month. When 
I see kway chap64 I just vomit. I have to slowly get used to it. 
Thus, unlike the former accounts that point to an excess exposure to food and hence a dissociative 
eating habit, this latter account highlights a negative reinforcement due to an active visual 
association of bodily parts with foods that resemble those parts. Eating, in this regard, deviates from 
the literatures that have situated it as a poetic experience or a controlled act structured by prevailing 




                                                             
64 Kway chap refers to the local Teochew dish that is made up of flat rice sheets which are consumed together 






















Plate 5.1a: Kway Chap  
Source: ieatishootipost (2010) 
Plate 5.1b: Braised pig innards 





Going into the job also entails coming into contact with other objects/entities that may provoke 
concerns of hygiene and sanitation. While all my respondents have cited they do not embrace the 
taboos of the trade, they are still aware of obvious (bodily) threats associated with the job such as 
handling excesses of dead bodies (e.g. blood, pus and faecal matters and gaseous release). While the 
threat of disease through those excesses may be documented, social scientists also rationalise that 
much of the fear associated with the dead is attributed by a deep-rooted sense of abjection65. As 
Grosz (1994: 207) rationalises 
While there is no escape from excrementality, from mortality, from the corpse, 
these do not or need not impinge on the everyday operations of the subject or 
the body. 
Likewise, Selket (2010) also mentions that denigration of the dead is situated in studies of abject 
bodies, which have positioned the dead as reeking of un-containable and transgressive fluids. 
Handling the dead in this trade thus begets a calculated management that enables the completion of 
the job whilst protecting oneself. Consider the following quote by Joanne, a Chinese funeral director 
in her 30s,  
*W+hat I learnt is when death occurs, it is a process it’s not an event. It does not 
stop the minute we stop breathing because our body is biologically reacting and 
moving … Sometimes there are fluids coming out from the mouth, blood from the 
nose sometimes even tears … Sometimes you get people who shit.  
Before I go in I make sure I am geared up. That’s why I say I am very kia see66. 
Whenever I travel I make sure I have Dettol with me just in case I have to do 
embalming or be in the embalming room. I mean even now I still use Dettol. 
*That’s+ one thing I have learnt, I probably have it in my bag right now. A lot of 
times, I travel around I [also] make sure I have my antiseptic swipes. It becomes a 
practice now. In the past no. After I learnt and I knew what’s there. It’s about 
being careful. [What] If he (the deceased) has infectious disease e.g. AIDS, you 
never know, maybe he didn’t go for checks and you just look at it oh die because 
of liver failure. And then you start to embalm him the way you did you are just 
risking your own life. And that’s what I don’t believe in risking.  
                                                             
65 See also Grosz (1994), McClintock (1995) and Longhurst (2001) for a review of abjection as a concept. 
66
 This is a colloquial term used by Singaporeans which means ‘being afraid to die’. 
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Similar to her account, several other respondents also cited the need to take added precautions 
when handling the deceased. However, for some, this acquired habit of practising occupational 
safeguards can momentarily be suspended when professionalism to a job takes precedence. For 
instance, El cites that sometimes those precautions cannot be exercised due to the harried nature of 
the job. 
I actually did one decomposed case. It was very badly decomposed … I put on my 
gloves and even before I could put on my mask, my workers say eh hurry up need 
to move the body. And I went in without the mask.  
 The juxtaposition between past and present routines has shown how respondents negotiate 
their previous routines with new ones. More often than not, these changes are materially and 
relationally grounded in their (non-)work geographies as exemplified by the mobile phone, food and 
sanitizer examples. The following sub-section will extend from the broad notion of ‘working’ in 
undertaking geographies by elaborating on the more specific everyday routines practices of driving 
and waiting. 
 
 5.4.2 Loaded acts: Driving and Waiting 
According to Ehn and Löfgren (2009: 101) classic interpretations of routines and habits tend to 
appropriate these repetitive acts as “constraining straitjackets or supporting corsets”, “mechanical or 
emotional” and “collective or personal”. In this regard, they argued that more often than not, the 
pendulum does not swing to either ends, instead it can hover between both ends. From my findings, 
I have noted two particular everyday routines that respondents necessarily engage with in their work 
geographies – driving and waiting. In both practices, the habitual motions are far more complex than 






Work on driving considered within geography has tended to argue for a spatial, material and 
sensuous sensibility much alike that of walking (see Thrift, 2004; Bean et al, 2008). In doing so, it 
aims to draw attention to the geographies of automobiles that have defined the way we 
commute/travel but were never put to the fore. Drawing on notions of embodiments, scholars 
advancing the literature thus seek to ground the understanding of driving as geographies that 
matter. Specifically, they point to how driving can allow other experiences to emerge due to 
circumstantial moments. These moments could be socially conditioned (e.g. road rage due to errant 
drivers), self-motivated (e.g. strategizing which lane to take or what is the quickest way to get from 
point A to point B) and/or materially engaged (e.g. channelling of one’s mood or personality through 
gestures like speeding, honking or giving way)  
 According to my respondents and from findings gathered in my go-along interviews, driving 
while seemingly unidirectional and singular in its execution is in fact a time and space of multitasking. 
The locomotive and cognisant reflexes of manoeuvring on the road are simultaneously coupled with 
neural exercise of going through the day’s schedule, reacting to errant drivers or attending to 
incoming calls. Seated in the van that El was driving during the go-along, I noticed that driving (for El) 
is hardly a seamless motion given the string of incoming calls that he had to attend to whilst driving. 
Scheduling for what is to be done after we reached the destination (i.e. Mandai Crematorium and 
Columbarium Complex) also figures strongly as he iterates to me the things that had to be attended 
to upon reaching the crematorium. For Suhaimi and Diy, Muslim funeral directors in their 40s, driving 
along where and when can also determine how the activity is being experienced.  
Suhaimi: One true experience for me late last year … this family called me up to 
collect one body to be sent to Woodlands it was a lady who died. When I came to 
the mortuary and put the body in my van. I was waiting for someone to ride with 
me. But everyone there said they had to drive their own car … By right somebody 
needs to be with me [because] in case of accident, somebody needs to be liable 
for it.  
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So I drove back all the way with the dead lady at the back of my van. It was 
midnight when I was driving on the BKE67 and I was afraid … afraid like hell! The 
dead body is not a man it’s a lady a long-haired lady [I start imagining thing]. 
While driving I kept looking at the rear view mirror [to check] if this lady would 
pop her head out from the coffin. When the van is moving there’s a lot of sound 
so I was telling myself that if I drove to BKE and the coffin starts knocking I will 
leave my van there. 
Diy: Female bodies are the ones that are scary.  
GJ: Why so? 
Suhaimi: Pontianak68 lah 
The context of the drive thus figures strongly in determining how the drive is experienced. The 
intersection of night time and the company of a female deceased with long hair in Suhaimi’s account 
highlight how the (wrong) combination of material and temporal elements can in fact make driving a 
strenuous activity. In this regard, driving reveals itself as more than a collective urban rhythm of 
‘moving-pausing’ to the switching of traffic lights, it is also a highly personal and compounded 
routine that neither suspends one from the hurriedness/busy-ness of work nor affords one with 
predictable outcomes  
 
Waiting 
To cite Conlon (2011: 353), waiting is a “prosaic *act+” which necessarily situates it in the geographies 
of the everyday. However as Bissell (2007: 281) argues, the focus on movement, as characterised by 
extant literatures dealing with the mundane (e.g. Lefebvre, 1991,1996 and Crang, 2001) have 
neglected research on those time-spaces that are made up of “dominant modes of being in the world 
*which+ may not necessarily be one of sustained engaged activity” (ibid.). Evidently, one can trace 
this obsession with the movable in works dealing with mobile acts like driving (Thrift, 2004), 
gardening/pruning (Crouch, 2003; Bhatti et al, 2008), cycling (Jones, 2005), coach touring (Edensor 
and Holloway, 2008) and dancing (McCormack, 2008).  Added emphasis on the movable, be it fast or 
                                                             
67 Bukit Timah Expressway 
68
 The term pontianak refers to the female long-haired ghost/vampire that is often cited in the Malay folklores.  
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slow (see Prior, 2011), is also supported by a recent call for a ‘movement-space’ that celebrates the 
fluidity and perpetual flux of the everyday (see Merriman, 2010). However, if one were to heed 
Lefevre’s (1991; 1996) exemplification of the everyday as pulsating with rhythms likened to the beat 
of the metronome, the existence of ‘wait’ or ‘a pause’ should matter just as much as that of 
movement. Moments of suspended activities like ‘waiting’ thus demand the attention of scholars as 
evidenced by recent works (see Conlon, 2011; Gray, 2011). 
 As pointed out by respondents, the work of undertaking entails a lot of waiting. This is 
explained by the need to 1) wait for the hospital or bereaved to permit the collection of the body, 2) 
wait for the body to be embalmed69, 3) wait for the emcee or presiding religious figure to signal the 
end of the wake before proceeding on to move the deceased into the hearse and head to the 
columbarium, 4) wait for other funerals to empty the hall before ushering the bereaved in to 
commence the final farewell at the columbarium, and lastly 5) wait for the bereaved to mourn and 
for the deceased to be cremated entirely. The constant need to wait before/after an activity thus 
forms a trough in the rhythm of undertaking that connects one practice to another. As cited by some 
respondents, such pauses in the geographies of undertaking have prompted them to engage other 
activities to cope with the ‘boredom’ of waiting.  
Greg’s wife: He (Greg) smokes a lot now because there is a lot of waiting in the job 
and he says smoking and the breathing rhythm from it helps to calm him down 
don’t know if it’s true or not. He was a social smoker during NS (National Service) 
but not a heavy smoker. But now it is getting more frequent. 
El, on the other, said that “during those times *of waiting+”, one can start by “preparing other stuff 
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 However, the notion waiting can also be understood as more than just affecting those who 
are waiting. It can also affect those who are determining the length of the wait. This is explained by 
Eli, an embalmer from the Philippines in his 40s: 
Eli: Last time in Philippines, different. In Singapore they say do like this, do fast. I 
sometimes make fast but I make sure it’s good. But I will tell them *Greg or Henry+ 
to give me time [because] I am doing it for the company. 
While Eli cites that the time of embalming (on his part) and waiting (on the pall-bearers and funeral 
directors’ part) are negotiable, this is not true in Al’s (another embalmer) case: 
Al: My first time [embalming in Singapore] I took two hours compared to the 
seniors who did it in one to one and a half hour. Last time in Philippines, funerals 
[can stretch from] fifteen days to one month so [embalming] must be detailed. 
But now, I need to work fast. [Currently] I can embalm in forty-five minutes to one 
hour.    
In this regard, waiting posits more than a simple mundane act as it draws in other routines and habits 
amid the wait. The entanglement of waiting with other people and their practices (e.g. embalming) 
also makes it a relational experience.  In the next section, I will explore further the implications of 
Plate 5.2: El preparing the flowers to be placed into the coffin by the bereaved members before 
the cremation. (Image extracted from go-along video dated 8 April 2011) 
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certain routines and habits practised in geographies of undertaking by drawing out instances where 
those similar practices come to impinge on other geographies.  
 
5.4.3 Out of Place, Out of Time 
Since the nineteen nineties, the notion of place(less)ness has figured strongly in works published 
within the discipline (see Cresswell, 1996). In those studies, the emphasis has always been on how 
some social bodies do not fit into certain geographies (e.g. gendered or racialised places). Efforts 
were equally made in highlighting how certain practices enacted over those geographies normalise 
and qualify the inclusion/exclusion of those bodies. But as recent literatures of time-space have 
highlighted, all spaces are temporally situated. This demands one to relook into the notion of being 
‘out of place’ and usher in new(er) interpretations that can attend to routines and habits that cut 
across different spatial as well as temporal contexts. In this sub-section I will highlight how certain 
routines commonly expressed in the geographies of undertaking can (at times) emerge in other 
geographies thus provoking awkwardness. In addition, the common routine of introducing oneself to 
another party in a social setting will also be problematized to highlight how being in this trade has 
prompted some participants to negotiate and appropriate their conversational techniques.   
 According to some respondents whom I interviewed, routines carried out in their work can 
sometimes surface in other geographies. Unlike Hochschild’s (1983) notion of emotional labour and 
its entailing concept of surface acting, which posits the workers as consciously adjusting their values 
and disposition to suit their workplace and their social geographies, respondents have cited 
moments when they subconsciously “let slip” or “slide into” their work routines in other geographies 
before realising that those practices are considered out of place/time. In most instances, this rupture 
of normative behaviours in non-work geographies takes the form of inserting banter (exclusive to the 
trade) whilst exchanging conversation with other parties. Consider the following account by Greg: 
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Last week we70 met those people that were doing virtual golf in the ASME71 
meeting and we were saying: how about a team funeral where you can bring the 
set up of the virtual golf to the funeral wake. They were like shocked … horror of 
horrors … *and we continued saying that+ it is a good idea and *suggested+: what 
about the guy that just passed away [the one] that had drowned in Sentosa. They 
exclaimed again … horror of horrors. I mean it is meant to be a joke but they did 
not know how to react to it and they were like: should we smile or what?  
For one (i.e. Xuling), the deviation from normative behaviours/practices is due to a relapse into a 
work routine triggered by the use of similar objects (e.g. microphone).  
I remember once during my brother’s wedding and I was up there hosting and 
speaking into the mike, it was as if I was back at work. And I fumbled and nearly 
uttered out the wrong thing. I was supposed to iterate the ‘three bows’ 72(san bai: 
三拜) custom and guide the newlyweds into performing the motion but I think 
instead of saying the proper term I mentioned ‘three bows and nine kneelings73’ 
(san bai jiu kou: 三拜九叩) which is commonly uttered when I emceed in funerals. 
Thank god no one caught on before I changed it (laughs)  
 
Introducing and Socialising  
Due to the taboo nature of the trade, most of my respondents cited the need to conceal the exact 
title of their job when introducing themselves in any social setting. This is rationalised by a need to 
avoid offending the other party.  
Joanne: I always joke with them, when they ask me so what do you do now? I will 
say I will let you guess, if you can guess it I will buy you a drink. Then [if] they are 
game for it I will say: many of my clients are dying to see me. As a humorous way 
to start a conversation [because] If I were to say funeral they [may] say oh gosh! 
because there are still some people like that …so I will tell them my clients are 
dying to see me. So they will start to wonder. Some think I am a masseur, some 
think I am a spy and some think fashion or marketing. It’s rare that they will get it 
right on the first try … The second hint I give is: when the doctor’s job ends that’s 
                                                             
70 In this account, Greg was referring to his brother who is also a funeral director in the same company.  
71
 Association of Small and Medium Enterprises 
72
 The term ‘three bows’ or ‘三拜’ refers to a customary act that takes place only in Chinese weddings. Much 
like the solemnisation act which confers the union of a couple, the ‘three bows’ act is a three steps motion 
which entails the couple to first bow to Heaven and Earth (usually signify by the location of the altar) before 
bowing to the parents (who are usually seated) and lastly to each other. The enactment of the ritual is usually 
guided by an emcee or wedding host.  
73 The term ‘three bows and nine kneelings’ or ‘三拜九叩’ refers to a ritualistic practice that is only enacted 
during times of reverence (e.g. praying to the gods or the ancestors). This act necessitates one to bow three 
times and with every bow, one must kneel down and prostate oneself to the ground and kowtow three times.     
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when mine begins. The third one is: I have the best client in the world, they don’t 
complain.  
As a result, most respondents chose to alter their job titles to either “events manager” or “tour 
operator” and offer vague descriptions to their jobs. The common corporate/ social practice of giving 
out of name cards is also exercised with trepidation and usually done so only when pressed further 
by the exchanging party.  
 Routines engaged in undertaking are thus not contained within the contours of the work 
geographies. As pointed out by respondents, they can surface in other geographies (when they least 
expect). Likewise, everyday practices (e.g. introducing oneself in a social setting) can also become 
entangled with the job. Routines within/without the geographies of undertaking are thus never 
situated in demarcated spaces or moments but always traversing between them. 
 Going into the trade, most respondents have pointed to various adjustments made to their 
normative routine/rhythm when it comes to sleeping, eating, working, driving, waiting and 
socialising. More often than not, these adjusted rhythms are seen as disrupting their normative 
routines. However, many respondents have also expressed how some of these new routines (e.g. 
wakeful sleep and dissociative consumption) have come to entrench themselves in their daily 
routines perhaps pointing to the constitutive effects of broader rhythms such as growing up and 
growing old that have pushed/pulled them toward their present job.  
 
5.5 Conclusion  
In this chapter, I began by situating my analysis through a time-space lens that focuses on the 
rhythms associated with undertaking. This was first elaborated by drawing out moments that have 
led them into the trade by emphasising the macro time-spaces/rhythms of growing up (see Section 
5.2). Through it, I highlighted how any approach/entry into the trade is necessarily a non-linear 
process that does not follow a rhythmic and normalised path by pointing to how despite initial 
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bearings of favouring this trade, the onset of various junctures in my respondents’ respective life 
course can distract and divert them from the trade along the way. However, for most respondents 
such distractions or diversions are temporary as they eventually get edged towards the trade due to 
pragmatism or familial responsibility. In Section 5.3, I explained how practices of undertaking are 
equally pulled toward certain ends. Teleological practices thus figured strongly in this latter 
discussion. Using anecdotes provided by those whom I have interviewed, I highlighted how present 
acts of working in this trade is necessarily synced with localised and globalised development rhythms 
as well as the march of posterity. 
In Section 5.4, I shifted the lens from the past to the present and attended to the routines 
that are entangled with the geographies of undertaking. In the first discussion I noted how everyday 
and previous routines like sleeping, eating and working are transformed by the geographies of 
undertaking into wakeful sleep, dissociative eating habits and mindful working habits. In the second 
discussion I cautioned against viewing routine acts like driving and waiting as mundane and/or un-
rhythmic by highlighting how those acts are in fact exercised alongside other activities (e.g. 
scheduling, attending to calls, smoking) and that while some may seem ‘un-rhythmic’ (e.g. waiting) 
due to a lack of movement, they are in fact co-constitutive and part of any rhythms/routines. In my 
third discussion, I alluded to moments when routines are deemed out of place/time. The notion of 
being out of place/time is expounded along two veins. On one hand I highlighted how certain work 
habits transgressed into other geographies while on the other hand, I alluded to how the 
inadmissibility of certain words and phrases pertaining to the trade can situate bodies and practices 
of undertaking as being out of place/time and hence needing to be censored. Yet despite the 
introduction of new and (at times) disruptive routines, respondents have continued on in the trade 
and display signs of (sub)conscious adaptation which proves the lingering effects of their original 
motivations and future aspirations.    
What this chapter has done is to foreground the various rhythms that are found in 
undertaking geographies and how they are localised according to the nature of the job. Emphasis is 
 89 
  
also placed on the materials abound in the (un)making of certain rhythms as well as the implicit 
entanglement of present enactments with the past (i.e. growing up) and future (i.e. growing old). In 
particular, I state how rhythms of growing up and growing old can galvanise and enable the 
endurance and emergence of present acts; especially with regard to their resolute sense of 
continuing in the trade despite disrupted sleeping patterns, dissociative eating habits, increased 
sensitivity to bacteria, heightened driving experiences and being a social pariah at times. This 
contextualised approach where rhythmic routines are put to the fore thus stands in contrast to 
undertaking studies that have adopted Goffman’s (1954) stage metaphor as a conceptual tool. 
Evidently, this chapter has pointed to an alternative entry into the world of undertaking where 
everyday rhythms matter thus supplementing work on mundane geographies concomitantly. Overall, 
this focus on the background and the nuanced/localised rhythms that are found in it also add to 
cohere and extend the maxims of more-than-representation theory with its emphasis on the micro 
and non-abstraction.       
In summing up the lineaments established in this chapter, I profess that a focus on rhythms 
does not provide a holistic sense of the everyday. As evident in some of the quotes that I have 
utilised, most routines and practices (which suture the bodily self with other bodies and objects in 
various contexts) are also sensuously, affectively and emotionally embodied which brings me to the 
































Senses and Feelings: Facing Death & Life 
 
6.1 Introduction 
My body is the fabric into which all objects are woven, and it is, at least in relation 
to the perceived world, the general instrument of my ‘comprehension’ (Merleau-
Ponty, 1945 translated by Smith, 2002: 273) 
As social and cultural geographers, feminist geographers and phenomenologists have argued, the 
body is where the (im)materialities of life are perceived, encountered and experienced. It is also the 
scale at which the somatic and psychical impulses emerge from the interaction between those 
within and without74 the body. Evidently, these impulses do not locate themselves in selected spaces 
of interest (e.g. particular landscapes like parades or stadiums). Recent forays into mundane 
geographies have pointed to the everyday where such impulses manifest themselves as a means to 
enliven the mundane and highlight the poetics and politics embedded within it.  
Unlike the previous chapter that focused on the rhythmic pulses, this chapter does 
otherwise by attending to the visceral engagements found in the everyday geographies of 
undertaking to further animate how one reads the vocation. In particular, emphasis is given to the 
various sensuous, affective and emotional effects entailing from one’s interaction with other people 
(e.g. bereaved) and objects (e.g. cadavers and mobile phones) on the job. Such a focus, however, 
does not imply an expulsion of time-space from my analysis rather it is more of a reshuffling of 
emphasis (i.e. of moving senses and feelings to the foreground). Ideally, this chapter aims to 
highlight findings that can advance my core objective of unpacking the undertaking veracities found 
on the ground through an embodied angle. In particular, it works to answer questions raised in the 
bodies and materiality themes (see Section 3.5.2: 31 and Section 3.6: 34) such as: what are the 
moments and encounters that apprehend the bodily self of undertakers? What are the objects that 
are used and encountered in the geographies of undertaking? How do they affect the everyday (work 
                                                             
74 I refer to the social as well as the material objects and the immaterial things (e.g. smell, hue and sound) that 
a body comes into contact with on an everyday basis.  
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and social) lives of the undertakers? How do the undertakers feel when confronted by those objects 
as well as other people (e.g. the bereaved) in their work? How do they manage those encounters?  
In the next section (Section 6.2), I will point to one encounter that involves facing the 
deceased or the dead. Emphasis is given to the immediate stimulation of the visual and olfactory 
senses as well as the surging feelings of disgust or loss during those encounters. Discussion is also 
made on the ways that respondents have come to cope with those feelings. In Section 6.3, I point to 
another encounter that involves undertakers facing the bereaved. This latter section highlights the 
dominant sensorial stimulation of the auditory receptors through the jingles of mobile phones and 
the sad vocal acoustics75 saturating the work and daily environments of my respondents.  Attention 
is also given to the accompanied feelings of melancholia and anxiety during those encounters with 
the bereaved as well as the ways of managing those feelings. 
 
6.2 Facing Death: Visual & Olfactory Geographies of Disgust and Sadness 
The dead as geographers have stated, are categorically placed together with other abject bodies 
(e.g. black bodies and Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Transgender (LGBT) bodies) given their 
transgressive existence (see Selket, 2010). This pertains to the dead body’s release of foul gases, 
unsightly fluids and awkward comportment (e.g. rigor mortis76 an erect penis) within spaces of living. 
Common in most theorisations with regard to encountering and handling the dead is thus an 
emphasis on what is (or should not be) seen and smelt as highlighted by Howarth’s informant, 
Adrian Stone:  
Not a pretty sight and the odor, even less so. I don’t know how much help I was 
but I think I did my bit in getting the old dear into the shell, but I do remember the 
                                                             
75 It is evident that in every funeral rite and ritual there are different types of soundscapes such as chants and 
hymns but these were cited less in my respondents’ account than the jingles of mobile phones and sad vocal 
acoustics.   
76
 According to scholars of death studies (e.g. Quigley, 1996: 4), rigor mortis or cadaveric spasm refers to the 
stiffening of muscles when adenosine triphosphate or ATP which allows muscle contraction is exhausted hours 
after death. This phenomenon will occur fastest in bodies that are strong and thin or have undergone slow 
death as well as bodies that are placed in areas with high temperatures.  
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perspiration running off me and the occasional scurry outside for a breath of fresh 
air. (Howarth, 1996: 68; my emphasis) 
As Selket (2010) points out, the role of undertakers is thus oriented toward correcting those abject 
elements of the dead. This can be observed from the adopted practices of embalming which is 
primed at flushing out bodily fluids and replacing them with chemicals (e.g. formaldehyde, 
preservatives and anticoagulants) to suspend the decomposition process and any entailing smells 
and sights that come with it. Other practices observed are: 
filling of the anus and vagina with cotton or gauze so as to prevent any seepage … 
incisions made in the body are sewn closed or filled with trocar ‘buttons’ … 
(Selket, 2010: 108). 
Undertaking, in this regard, is work that is primed at containing the abject and pollutive elements of 
the dead and reducing the (unsightly and pungent) effects they have on the living (Howarth (2007: 
186-188). 
According to most respondents, undertaking and encountering the dead provokes feeling of 
disgust even after handling them umpteenth times. This is supported by their personal accounts and 
my field observations which have pointed to repeated and resonating phrases of “looks 
natural/bad”, “maggots”, “unbearable smell“, “rotting”, “blood”, “flesh”, “fluids flowing out”, “*body 
parts+ out of place” and/or “nothing you have seen/smelt before” when it comes to describing their 
encounters with dead bodies (especially decomposed ones).  
While sensorial scholars like Ackerman (1990), Rodaway (1994) and Howes (2003) have 
insisted on the interrelatedness of all five senses (sight, hearing, smell, taste and touch), they have 
also deliberated on events/encounters that excite particular sensory receptors. For example, 
Rodaway (1994) states how each of the five senses and their limit of perception are essentially 
geographically demarcated with visual as the most extensive followed by hearing, smell, taste and 
touch. This means that encounters that occur far away are possibly comprehended by sight or 
hearing as opposed to the rest while encounters that are intimately situated tend to be experienced 
through smell, taste and touch. Hetherington (2003), on the other hand states how knowledge 
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acquisition or perception is necessarily divided into proximal and distal to imply the nuanced ways of 
comprehending the world (see Cooper and Law, 1995; Josipovic, 1996).  
Proximal knowledge is performative rather than representational. Its 
nonrepresentational quality is also context-specific ... This contrasts with distal 
knowledge, which generally implies a broad, detached understanding based on 
knowledge at a distance (Hetherington, 2003:1934). 
Despite the different referential points by the aforementioned scholars, a consistent thread can be 
elicited through their common acknowledgment of contextual sensing and specific sensorial 
activation. As evident in the accounts of most respondents’, facing death (i.e. dead bodies) entails a 
dominant excitation of the visual and olfactory (particularly smell) senses. Hearing, touch, and taste 
are usually suppressed given the lack of stimuli coming from the dead to trigger those sensory 
points. This is evident from the lack of verbalized/vocalized projections from the dead due to 
termination of cognisant activities (e.g. talking). Experiences perceived through touch (e.g. handling 
and carrying the deceased) are equally muted because, as most of the participants have cited, 
handling the dead has been moderated by the use of gloves and when it comes to the heaviness of 
the body it is not exactly an experience unique to undertaking (think of care workers or nurses). As 
for taste, much of the experience pertaining to it is only cited after handling the dead bodies and 
tends to be a product of the lingering effect of sight, smell and feelings of disgust77.  
 El: I actually did one decomposed case. It was very badly decomposed. There 
were actually maggots and the smell is very strong. The smell is … I can’t describe 
the smell. Let’s put it this way it is worse than shit. You can vomit all you want but 
I will definitely choose vomit and shit over it. And the smell sticks onto your shirt 
and after everything is done… I just feel like bathing … I just feel like the smell is 
with me. But it’s my job. I think subconsciously I feel that I still have the smell. I 
aired my whole hearse I open the windows and left it open.  
Greg: … Decomposition I do not know how to describe … it smells like rotten meat 
and rotten eggs and it sticks longer. Even if you leave the room it still sticks to 
your nose and you put medicated oil … When I started out initially I keep seeing 
the dead with their eye closed and for that period when I see old people I imagine 
them with their eyes closed.  
                                                             
77 Refer to Will’s account on a post encounter with a dead body and its entrails that affected his appetite for 
months (cited in Section 5.4.1). 
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Vernon: When it comes to decomposed cases … Sinus, I have sinus and it is like 
dustbin smell. Dustbin smell is not as bad as decomposed smell. (Mira interjected: 
even with sinus you can still smell it!) A person white like [chalk] will turn black. 
After the case … we usually throw away all our clothing because we feel it’s there. 
The smell will linger … Only incense can ward off the smell. 
The separation of the dead from the living is thus specifically located in the visually and olfactorily 
repulsive engagements. However, as El’s account has pointed out, sensing the dead does not 
preclude the experience with the dead in fact those immediate moments (context) of witnessing and 
breathing the dead can generate concomitant feelings of disgust especially if the body is badly 
decomposed. More often than not, such articulations are coupled with either a pinched up downcast 
look or shaking of the head that is consistent with studies in psychoanalysis which implies an obvious 
disapproval (and possibly distancing) of an encounter (see Ekman 1992;1994).  
Disgust, as pointed out in their accounts, is a double act that is located in the senses as well 
as the asocial envelopment and the concomitant (conscious and subconscious) registration of 
disgust. Consider the following exchange with Greg:  
Greg: Ya I didn’t know why. Initially when I first saw embalming I thought I’d 
glanced it a few times I should be able to withstand this so lets just stand there 
and see how it’s being done. And then the embalmer starts to do incision and look 
for the arteries before he starts. Then I realised [that] I [am] feel[ing] abit 
nauseous. I wasn’t fearful and I wasn’t going to run out … just felt nauseous. 
*Something’s+ not right did I eat something wrong? As I continue watching *I 
thought to myself+ maybe I shouldn’t be here. It didn’t tell you consciously that it 
was freakish or what, it just felt internally that you feel like barfing  
GJ: So you were thinking it was alright but your body was telling you otherwise? 
Greg: Ya! Ya! That was a funny thing  
Disgust, a feeling that traverses between domains of affect and emotion, is defined as a response 
that encapsulates overt distaste, rejection and withdrawal from certain objects, people or 
phenomena. For Smith and Davidson (2006), such a feeling is generated when one is being 
overwhelmed by “an object’s ontological wrongness, *…+ the very illogicality and therefore 
threatening nature of its existence” (ibid. 54). As Anderson (2006) has demonstrated in his work, the 
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nature of how affect emerges and implicates are necessarily entangled with those of emotion which 
is cognitively generated with experience as well as the senses78.  Feeling disgust is thus sensorially, 
affectively and emotionally driven. As pointed out by Greg, being disgusted can momentarily 
destabilize one’s assumed confidence through feelings of nausea which concomitantly feed into his 
knowledge of being disgusted and taking a cognisant act of “stepping out from the embalming 
quarters”.   
 Facing death, however, also generates feelings of melancholia which neither precede nor 
follow moments of disgust. According to all participants, certain cases of death can overwhelm the 
emotional defences they have built up overtime. In particular, they alluded to the context of 
handling unnatural deaths (objects) such as “sudden deaths79” (e.g. accidents, suicides) and “infant 
deaths” as cases that sadden them the most. As indicated in Howarth’s (1996: 81-82) work, 
geographies of melancholia can saturate workplaces depending on the (dead) bodies that funeral 
directors come into contact with. 
Likewise, research participant such as Vernon and Mira, have also stated similar experiences 
of feeling sad and pity for the dead: 
Vernon: If the death were out of sickness I think it’s a sign of release. It’s fair to 
die of sickness. It’s fine. But some deaths …those accidents and suicide cases, take 
their own lives. I have come down on tears many times when I saw that. 
Mira: Basically for me … it is the same feeling … compared to sudden deaths which 
bring tears to my eyes [,+ death of sickness I don’t feel. 
In this regard, feelings of disgust may not even affect the undertakers, rather anguish and bouts of 
melancholia can take over which give rise to new meanings to the way they handle the dead. Instead 
                                                             
78 As I have noted in Section 3.5.2, while Anderson (2006) focus on the affect and emotion, his deliberation 
also includes the role of sensing (i.e. hearing music) in the generation of a feeling.  
79 While I have generalised the notion of sudden death, a more detailed exposition can be retrieved from 
Davies’ (1997) work on intensity of grief and type of death. In her deliberation, she states that the notion of 
sudden death consists of sudden death (e.g. accident), violent death (e.g. homicide with mangled body parts), 
untimely death (e.g. dying from a treatable illness) and multiple deaths (e.g. group deaths due to accident, 
murder or suicide). 
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of working to simply correct sights and smells of disgust, they put in more effort to provide a 
dignified send off for the dead. The work becomes personal.  
Despite being disgusted or saddened by the dead, most respondents still see the need to 
complete their tasks at hand. Arguably, as Schatzki (2001) has mentioned, all practices are 
essentially teleoaffective acts which can (at times) escape rational thoughts. Just like the example of 
the child that would rather be scolded by depriving his deviant brother from his reward, the 
irrational (and masochistic) acts of the undertakers  are necessarily informed by an overriding need 
to adhere to the proper decorum expected of them and their own passion for the job. Such an 
understanding thus plugs into Goffman’s notion of front-stage ‘acting’.  
However, through my exposition I argue that the latter conception can obfuscate the 
practices of undertaking by suppressing the exact veracities encountered on the job. Facing the 
dead, as noted by the participants, is a complex experience that can assail the sight and smell 
receptors and trigger feelings of disgust and/or bring about overwhelming surges of loss and 
melancholia. While most of them have highlighted the need to adhere to a professional conduct 
amid these repulsions and disconsolations, some like Greg, Vernon and Mira have tended to 
suspend those normative acts by either “stepping out” or “shedding tears”. However, within the 
geographies of undertaking practices are never strictly directed to the dead; many times, 
respondents have expressed that their work necessarily involves working with the living as well. 
 
6.3 Facing Life: Auditory Geographies of Anxiety and Melancholia 
As scholars (e.g. Metcalf and Huntington, 1991; Howarth, 1996; Lynch, 1997) have stated, the job of 
undertaking is a service rendered to the living – from communicating with the bereaved and 
embalming the dead to holding the procession to be attended by the living. Working with death in 
many regards is considered secondary as such works are explicitly directed toward making death 
appropriate for the spaces of the living. Likewise, most of my respondents (particularly the funeral 
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directors) cited that a large bulk of their work requires them to listen attentively to facilitate the 
bereavement process during the funerals and wakes. Hearing thus emplaces itself as the dominant 
sensory receptor when engaging the living.  Consider the following account by Ingrid: 
Responsibility of a funeral director is quite different you have to make sure that 
the body you present to them (the bereaved) is acceptable and you are dealing 
with a whole bunch [of people]. One family I dealt with, the deceased is a high 
profile fella, family member alone seventy-nine members … and each one wanted 
to give me a different direction. [E]ventually I am not only accountable to these 
seventy-nine family members but all the guest and relatives that came. They will 
see, they will perceive [and] they will comment so it’s a job of accountability to 
the bereaved family.  
The (successful) orchestration of a funeral process in the geographies of undertaking necessitates 
that undertakers be attuned and sensitive to what is uttered/spoken, relayed and resonated, which 
brings the focus to the production and consumption of sonic/auditory geographies. 
 Geographers dealing with geographies of sound and hearing have argued, much like other 
ventures in the olfactory and haptic senses, for a nuanced understanding of the world beyond the 
visual (see Kong, 1995; Valentine, 1995; Leyshon et al, 1998) and Smith (2000. Common 
lamentations include how the discipline has largely favoured the visual (i.e. ocularcentrism) and 
denigrated the roles of other senses. However, as scholars (e.g. Smith, 2000; Jazeel, 2005; Hall et al, 
2008) have asserted, sound, which tended to saturate the background can effectively affect the way 
we experience the world. Focus on sound geographies, as of late, has thus emphasized a rhythmic 
form of sonic waves – music – as way to fill this gap of ‘silence’. This is because as Smith (2000: 616) 
argues,  
Music's positioning between silence and noise places it centrally among those 
knowledges produced through senses other than sight … it is now widely 
recognised that music is not simply an aesthetic experience; it is also inextricably 
bound into questions of power and politics.   
As studies promulgated under this theme have suggested, music can offer fertile grounds for 
geographical studies through its ability to 1) evoke spatial imaginings (see Leyshon et al, 1998), 2) 
convey socio-political interests of a site (Kong, 1995; Valentine, 1995; Hsu, 2003) and 3) impact on 
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the corporeality and performativity of bodies (see Malbone, 1998; Lawrence, 1999; Revill, 2004). 
However as Hall et al (2008) have highlighted, the geographies of sound are not restricted to just the 
rhythmic beats but also to the background noise, which slices and dislocates rhythm. According to 
them,  
daily life is produced through, and intermittently punctured by noise. The sounds 
are always there, “unheard,” as a part of our habitually lived experience, and 
then, abruptly, they audibly impinge. The crash of spilt drinks, the sudden cry, the 
preparatory burst of the pneumatic drill: they startle and overpower us, 
momentarily (ibid. 1020) 
This thus calls for a focus on the sounds that are seemingly messy, faded and interruptive but 
nevertheless constitutive to the way our everyday geographies are perceived and experienced. 
Additionally, psychological works (Bachorowski and Owren , 1995, 2003),  dealing with the effects of 
vocal acoustics on the affective and emotional state of the listener have also pointed to how 
geographies of sound can be expanded from the domain of music to include the everyday utterance 
of verbal cues (i.e. the spoken).  
 According to all my research respondents, listening on the job begets the emergence of two 
affective and emotional geographies – anxiety and melancholia. Unlike the studies of music that have 
focused on the non-interruptive and melodious beats and tempo, much of the everyday geographies 
of undertaking are saturated with a different set of sounds that are more disruptive in nature. In 
particular, respondents have highlighted how they are constantly braced for telephone calls (see 
Section 5.4.1) every second of the day and night. The interruptive sounds emitting from mobile calls, 
in this regard, have conditioned a geography of wakeful anxiety which destabilizes any sedentary 
moments on and off the job. As most of the funeral directors I interviewed have highlighted, the 
constant need to be contactable by clients (i.e. the living) or be “on the ball”80 have forced them to 
react effectively to the ‘jingles’ of phones which coheres well with the common understanding of 
anxiety as a somatic and psychological state of alertness and quickened reflexes. Consider the 
following accounts:  
                                                             
80
 See Greg’s wife’s account in Section 5.4.1 
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Ingrid: It depends as for me. Biz come to me through hp so my hp [hp is short for 
handphone, the term for a mobile in Singapore] must be charged all the time I 
must be twenty-four hour readiness. People think that when they say death 
comes there’s no emergency *but+ when there’s a death in the family it’s an 
emergency they need someone to guide them, to lead them.  
GJ: So even when you are sleeping you will be alerted by a call coming in? 
Inrigid: Yes.  
SPACING?? 
El: If in terms of sound … I respond very fast to phone calls. *E+ven in the middle of 
the night, 2am or 3am, the moment someone calls me, the other party will think I 
am not sleeping … there’s this thing I have become so particular because in my 
line my phone is very important to me my phone will be on twenty-four hours and 
it has to be fully charged because there’s a lot of incoming calls and whenever I 
call someone and the person doesn’t pick up the call I’ll get very frustrated … eh 
pick up the call man …  because I will pick up my call! It happened before that my 
mum didn’t pick up my call, my grandmother didn’t pick up my call, my father 
didn’t pick up my call and my girlfriend didn’t pick up my call. So when they miss 
my call, I always tell them: Can you imagine if I am driving and my car crashes and 
I have this only chance to call you and say ‘hello I love you’ and then I passed on, 
imagine you don’t pick up the call and I die, how?! And this thing actually led to 
quarrels before. 
Being in this trade and having to be sensitive to incoming calls have thus conditioned the way 
respondents react to phone calls. According to El’s account, such heightened sensitivity and anxiety 
attached to phone calls have also transgressed into his own intimate and social geographies where 
he deemed it appropriate that everyone should embrace a similar alertness/sensitivity to calls. For 
one (e.g. Al), this embodied feeling of anxiety due to the need to be perpetually ready for any 
incoming calls, which usually imply new assignments, has prompted him to self-medicate before the 
onset of any illnesses81 so that he can attend to those cases .  
 On the other hand, funeral directors I have interviewed have also pointed to how this job 
requires them to work closely with the bereaved (others) as highlighted earlier on in Ingrid’s account. 
The constant exchange with the grieving bereaved thus exposes undertakers to vocal/verbal 
acoustics of sadness that can trigger resonating feelings of melancholia despite not knowing the 
deceased. Loss and grief in this regard, goes beyond the usual cognisant act of feeling sad such as 
                                                             
81 This was observed and queried during my interview with Al. At that time, he was taking muscle relaxants and 
painkillers to suppress flu symptoms of body aches. 
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when someone akin to you has passed on. Instead, the feeling of sadness amplifies and circulates 
with every utterance by the bereaved when relaying information about the deceased. As indicated by 
much literature of death studies and undertaking, a strict decorum must be adhered to (i.e. no overt 
grieving with the bereaved) by undertakers. This generally coheres with my findings which have 
pointed to how respondents tend to relay anecdotes of maintaining professionalism which resonates 
with allusions made by Howarth (1996) following Goffman’s (1959) concept of performance/drama. 
However, there is also a need to impress further the fact that these work geographies are necessarily 
saturated with an overwhelming sense of melancholia and this feeling does not escape or elude the 
comprehension of the undertakers. Consider the following account by Nelson: 
Nelson: Yes you cannot show it. In the funeral service, your emotions cannot sway 
with them. You must be firm ... It’s not we don’t feel for them. I will come back 
and communicate to my staff. But at the point, we cannot sway with them. So it’s 
quite hard. We are human we feel but we cannot. Like we want to close the lid of 
the casket we will consult the family. Some of them will cry and we will try to pull 
them away. Sometimes we just stand there and let them express themselves.  
 Feeling sad in this regard varies differently for undertakers. Unlike the bereaved members who can 
express their loss, any empathetic feelings of loss in undertakers tended to be suppressed. Arguably, 
such inhibited emotional states should not be confused with an absence of emotion because 
common to all accounts expressed by the participants, they do empathise82 with the bereaved but 
they do not/cannot show them.   
In this regard, sounds become more than just a medium or forum to narrate socio-cultural 
politics or articulating the performative aspect of bodies, they are also equally involved in the 
generation of affective and emotional geographies. An attention to sound (be it certain vocal 
acoustics or disruptive music) can thus articulate moments when the sonic affects the affective and 
emotional dynamics of a site. Working with the living within the geographies of undertaking, as 
                                                             
82
 Empathy refers to the ability of the self to “understand the emotional state of others” through his/her 
context (Fitzgibbon et al, 2010: 501) or to “imagine oneself in another’s place” (Wynn and Wynn, 2006: 1386). 
Most scholars have highlighted that it is a contextual or situation-specific generation of feeling that is 
relational to another person (Duan and Hill, 1996; Decety and Jackson, 2004; de Vignemont and Singer, 2006)  
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highlighted in this section, can expose the workers to various sounds (be it the ringing of a mobile 
phone or the verbal acoustics in emotional speeches) that foment states of anxiety and melancholia. 
Similar to their work with the dead, while these entailing emotions may seem disruptive and 
negative, many of my respondents have come to embrace them as part of the job and see the need 
to work through them. 
 
6.4 Conclusion 
This chapter has been defined by two major themes. In the first theme, I referred to the work of 
dealing with the dead and highlighted a dominant sensorial engagement with sight and smell as well 
as the emergent feelings of disgust and sadness. Working with the dead in this regard, is hardly just 
an assemblage of motions (e.g. carrying, handling and embalming). It is instead, one which constantly 
exposes the undertaker to the unsightly and repugnant moments of disgust and subjects him/her to 
embodied states of loss and sadness.  
The second theme of this chapter, however, shifted the lens to work dealing with the living. 
Through it, I highlighted the dominant role of hearing/sound by teasing out how various sound 
sources, such as mobile phones and utterances by the bereaved can evoke respective states of 
anxiety and melancholia. Expanding from sound geographies which have tended to focus on the 
melodic sounds of music, I argue for a focus on the disruptive noises (e.g. ‘jingles’ of the mobile 
phones) and those everyday vocal acoustics that can affect the way one experiences an event.  
From both themes, I concluded that while the practices of undertaking may appear to be 
masochistic with the constant indulgence in disgust, anxiety and melancholia, they are in fact 
reasoned by Schatzki’s (2001) theorisation of practices as teleoaffective acts eschewing rational 
thoughts. For many respondents, while they do not express interest or liking for the aforementioned 
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adverse moments, the need to maintain professionalism and attain certain goals for their businesses 
(see Section 5.3) have encouraged them to persevere through.  
Central to my exposition in this chapter, is a focus on the various senses and feelings 
encountered and experienced in the work geographies of undertaking which supplants my aim of 
enlivening the research on undertaking through the visceral veracities of the job. While I do admit 
that my elucidations may relay only parts of the reality on the ground, they however do serve as a 
modest insertion into the limited and emerging literature of undertaking in geography. In addition, 
by attending to the embodied experiences encountered in the everyday geographies of undertaking, 
I also aide to augment extant work on sensuous, affective and emotional geographies as well as 
foreground their implicit links with mundane geographies. Scaling up, this exposition also reifies the 
maxims of more-than-representation theory by emphasizing the potential of researching on the less 
obvious geographies of death (e.g. pre-burial sites and the practices/processes found in them) and 
studying them relationally at an intimate bodily scale where materials, bodies, senses and feelings 
interact and matter. 
In the next chapter, I will conclude by summarizing the major threads of my research and 
discussing how findings expounded in this thesis can feed into the broader strand of social and 



































The birth of this thesis is predicated by my desire to breathe life into the current geography of death 
which has tended to focus on post-burial sites or deathscapes (e.g. cemeteries and memorial halls) 
where the subjects of inquiry are largely grounded. While these works advanced a spatial (and 
geographical) focus in the study of death, this fixation on obvious sites of death also abstracted the 
subjects of death. I thus argue for a reconfigured emphasis that allows the fomentation of other 
(pre-burial) sites that are found in the ‘background’/everyday where livelier subjects of death can be 
found.    
The funeral business or undertaking is chosen given the dearth of literature (except Selket’s 
(2010) work) within the discipline. The lack of research on this particular death trade necessarily 
stands in stark contrast to the recent promulgation of work on grieving and bereavement, which has 
introduced themes of visceral embodiments, memory and materiality (see Muzaini and Yeoh, 2005, 
2007; Maddrell , 2009a, 2009b; Foot and Grider, 2010; Kellaher and Worpole, 2010; Petersson, 2010; 
Wojtkowiak and Venbrux, 2010). However, I assert earlier in Chapter One that more can be done to 
extend this attentiveness to time and bodies as well as their entanglement with materials. 
Necessarily, this latter argument is further impressed by the largely unilateral approach toward the 
study of undertaking by extant literature found outside the discipline. In particular, I note in Section 
2.3 that a large body of work on the vocation has been based on Goffman's (1959) drama metaphor, 
which reads the geographies of undertaking under a ‘social-structure’ lens. Under this conception, 
undertaking geographies are read as two categorically divided sites of front-stage (e.g. funeral 
procession or the cortege) and back-stage (closed/embalming quarters within the funeral homes). 
Consequently, such delineation also extends to the way undertaking practices are enacted. 
According to these works, where the front-stage is concerned, the conduct of the undertakers is 
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essentially normalised to cohere with a professional image (i.e. no outbursts of emotion) while the 
back-stage serves as the liberated spaces where ‘deviant’ behaviours and practices are transacted. 
However, I argue that this structural lens which conditions undertaking geographies as a stage 
production has undermined the extent to which the practices of those in the trade can be 
understood. More importantly, I note that this ‘social-structure’ conception is as limiting as the 
former ‘social-spatial’ framework introduced in deathscape studies. 
In order to re-examine and expand death geographies, I have thus adopted a more-than-
representational approach that work to diffuse the discipline's preoccupation with 
deathscapes/post-burial sites. This is advanced through a focus on the everyday work geographies of 
undertaking which shifts the lens of study from the macro/post-burial to the micro/pre-burial sites; 
sites that are relatively nondescript and part of the everyday given their categorical bearing as a 
workspace. Additionally, the adoption of MTRT also enables the entry of pertinent conceptual 
themes on time-space, visceral embodiments and materiality into undertaking geographies thus 
complementing work on other death geographies (e.g. bereavement and grieving) that have taken 
up similar themes.  
A review of these aforementioned themes is provided in Section 3.5 (on bodies and the 
visceral), Section 3.6 (on materiality) and 3.7 (on time-space) as a means of grounding the basis of 
my two main concepts, namely ‘rhythmic routines’ and ‘senses and feelings’. Specifically, in the 
rhythmic routines theme, I am interested in the ways broader rhythms of growing up and growing 
old intersect and influence local rhythms of sleeping, eating, working, driving, waiting and 
conversing. In senses and feelings, my concern is centred on the visceral (e.g. sensuous, affective 
and emotional) engagements of my respondents with the living and the dead. The theme on 
materiality, which pertains to the effects of objects to bodies and rhythms, is woven into both 
concepts to enrich the analysis. Ideally, this focus on mundane geographies and its constitutive 
themes of rhythms, the visceral and materiality work to frame research on undertaking that is both 
methodologically and empirically oriented to the maxims of MTRT: micro narratives and non-
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representationalism.        
 In Chapter Four, I deliberated on the empirical links of my research with MTRT and arrived at 
one underscoring tenet, which is “resolute experimentalism” (Dewsbury, 2010: 321). To a large 
extent, this influenced the type of research methods (i.e. seated and mobile interviews) that were 
adopted and how they were being deployed in the field. Essentially, the seated interview was 
chosen to draw out data that can feed into both the contextual and visceral themes. However, given 
that my thesis hinges largely on excavating the veracities of undertaking on the ground, mobile 
interviews were also conducted to experiment with the idea of tagging along with undertakers in 
their everyday work geographies. Additionally, the way both interviews were conducted was also 
enriched through the adaptive adoption of life story in some seated interviews and the conscious 
employment of audio-visual devices in addition to the conventional tools of audio recorders and 
field notes during mobile interviews to augment the richness of my field data.  
 Findings gathered thereafter were first discussed under the theme of rhythmic routines 
(Chapter Five). In this first theme, I noted how the shared rhythm of growing up and going into the 
trade is a splintered one despite respondents’ inclination toward the idea of death and its rituals and 
processions. Nevertheless these past motivations do work to enable the endurance of certain 
rhythms such as wakeful sleep, dissociative eating habits, mindful work, compounded acts of driving 
and waiting, and transgressive social exchanges. Findings retrieved have also indicated that shared 
rhythms of growing old also inform the routines and practices enacted at present. In particular, 
respondents have expressed how what they are doing at present is relative to the people within the 
local industry, similar businesses found within and without the state, the development rhythm of the 
state and the march of posterity.  
 In the second theme, senses and feelings (i.e. Chapter Six) which draws from the visceral 
themes of sensuous geographies, affect and emotions, I emphasise the embodied nature of the job 
and how the bodily self of undertakers reacts to the living (e.g. the bereaved) and the dead (e.g. 
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cadavers).  Through my findings, I highlight that when facing the dead, senses of sight and hearing 
are put to the fore due to the muted nature of the dead and the buffered contact (e.g. gloves) with 
the cadaver. More often than not, especially when it comes to handling decomposed cases, the 
stimulation of these senses are concomitantly linked with affective and emotional triggers of disgust. 
For cases that involve unnatural death (e.g. suicide) and the death of infants, respondents have 
noted instances of when they breakdown due to the overwhelming feeling of sadness and loss. 
Handling objects such as dead bodies and being confronted with various contexts of their death thus 
feeds into how undertakers comport or operate themselves in their work geographies. In facing the 
living or the bereaved (in most cases), respondents have noted how more often than not it is the 
auditory sense that gets activated. This pertains to the constant slew of incoming calls faced by 
respondents which has reduced them to a constant state of anxiety both affectively and emotionally. 
Additionally, the constant interaction with the bereaved (e.g. listening to their stories and bouts of 
sobbing) also exposes them to feelings of melancholia through the route of empathy.  
Conclusively, through findings gathered and organised under those two themes I have 
managed to resonate with secondary aim of offering a more contextual and visceral engagement 
with the geographies of undertaking found in the everyday which indirectly supplements my primary 
aim of enlivening the way undertaking and death in geography is researched.  
 
7.2 Closure: Moving on 
Heeding the caveat introduced by Binnie et al (2007) which posits that research on the mundane 
must not be bracketed into particular events or encounters, I thus assert that my analyses, though 
based on the everyday does not aim to restrict the way everyday geographies of undertaking can be 
comprehended. Accordingly, it is more aligned toward offering another way to read undertaking. As 
such this thesis neither aims to replace the existing Goffmanian approach nor stipulate that the 
conceptual framework and themes forwarded are the only means of reading the geographies of 
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undertaking. Through the lineaments of this research, it does however seek to contribute to extant 
literature of related theoretical themes such as sensuous, affective and emotional geographies as 
well as time-space geography.  
 In retrospect and as mentioned in my methodology chapter, I have deliberately recruited 
respondents along dominant racial (e.g. Chinese and Malays) and religious (e.g. Christianity, Taoism, 
Buddhism, Islam) lines due to the nature of the job which is highly dependent on those attributes 
that largely parallel the demography of Singapore. In the process, I have thus ignored plausible 
(pertinent) specificities such as gender. As feminist scholarship has noted, gender is necessarily 
intersected with other social categories which makes it a quintessential qualifier of any social 
phenomena (see Valentine, 2007). However, a reexamination of my respondent list highlighted an 
obvious gender disparity that points to a lack of female subjects, which raises the question whether 
undertaking is a gender-biased vocation. Given that geographies of undertaking are intrinsically work 
geographies, extant literature on the gendering of work spaces and practices would thus be able to 
supplement future research on gender in undertaking (see McDowell, 2008a, 2008b; Scott et al, 
2008). This thus points to a plausible point of departure for future research on undertaking that is 
attentive to the constitutive role of gender (and other ethnicities and religions) in undertaking 
geographies.  
 Referring back to my opening quote by Lynch (1997), I reassert that undertaking can be read 
as part of the everyday and in doing so, foments an expanded understanding of the vocation. While 
studies using Goffman’s drama metaphor has highlighted how undertaking geographies are 
saturated in organisational norms, one cannot ignore the fact that these geographies are necessarily 
more than the sum of these norms. They are also sites that are intimately located at the bodily scale 
where visceral experiences are found. Additionally they are also sites where global rhythms are 
localised and circulated; where a practice is necessarily the enfoldment of past, present and future. 
It is with these (re)newed conceptions that I hope to enliven the geographies of undertaking and at 
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APPENDIX A: Members of the Association of Funeral Directors  
Source: National Environment Agency (2004) 
1. ALL SAINTS Care Services  
127 Lavender street  
(S)338735  
Tel: 6341 7117    HP: 9637 9909 
2. Ang Chin Huat Casket Pte Ltd 
47 Tannery Lane, Elite Industrial Building 11 Singapore 347794  
Tel: 6254 9866    HP: 9740 8371 
3. Ang Chin Moh Casket Pte Ltd  
Blk 88 Geylang Bahru #01-2724 Singapore 339696  
Tel: 6292 4376    HP: 9862 3026 
4. Ang Yew Hock Casket / Undertaker  
Blk 89 Geylang Bahru #01-2738 / 2740  
Tel: 6292 4191   HP: 9666 8585 
5. Ang Yew Seng Funeral Pariour 
Blk 38 Sin Ming Drive #01-537 / 543  
Tel: 6456 8557   HP: 97801526 
6. Budget Casket And Funeral Service 
Blk 37 Sin Ming Drive #01-571 Singapore 575711  
Tel: 6456 5195   HP: 9696 2112 
7. Casket Company Embalming & Funeral Services Pte Ltd  
Blk 37 Sin Ming Drive #01-575 Singapore 575711  
Tel: 6456 7423 / 6454 8167    HP: 9625 7042 
8. Casket Fairprice  
Blk 37 Sin Ming Drive #01-569 / 571 / 573 Singapore 575711  
Tel: 6455 9909 / 6458 9909 
9. Chye Seng Undertaker  
Blk 4 Toa Payoh Lor. 8 Toa Payoh Industrial Park #01-1343 / 1345 Singapore 319056  
Tel: 6251 2833   HP: 9638 5720 
10. Direct Indian Casket  
127 Lavender Street Singapore 338735 
Tel: 6296 5051    HP: 9119 5051 
11. Direct Singapore Funeral Services  
127 Lavender Street Singapore 338735 
Tel: 6555 1115    HP: 9637 9909 
12. Goh Soon Moh Undertaker 
Blk 88 Geylang Bahru #01-2728 Singapore 339695  
Tel: 6292 4783    HP: 9745 2717 
13. Hindu Casket 
Blk 88 Geylang Bahru #01-2726 Singapore 339696  
Tel: 6297 0694 / 6294 7780 
14. Hosanna Bereavement Services Pte Ltd  
Blk 4 Toa Payoh Industrial Park #01-1333 Singapore 319056  
Tel: 6352 7797   HP: 9760 2279 
15. Lee Teoh Heng Undertaker  
Blk 87 Geylang Bahru #01-2706 Singapore 339695  
Tel: 6299 1049, 6294 0274 
16. Mount Vernon Funeral Parlour  
127 Lavender Street Singapore 338733  
Tel: 6555 1115    HP: 9637 9909 
17. Peace Bereavement Care Pte Ltd (Formerly Wee Casket) 
17 Opal Crescent Singapore 328412  
Tel: 6396 4555    HP: 9100 7833 
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18. Serbaguna Muslim Funeral Services & Contractor Pte Ltd  
Blk 78 Geylang Bahru #01-2910 Singapore 339686  
Tel: 6440 8471    HP: 9634 7145 
19. Simplicity Casket Pte Ltd 
Blk 37 Sin Ming Drive #01-575 Singapore 575711  
Tel: 6456742/6454 8167    HP: 8399 4786 
20. Sin Eng Hin Undertaker  
Blk 4 Toa Payoh Industrial Park #01-1341 Singapore 319056 
Tel:6251 1922    HP: 9815 6786 
21. Singapore Casket Co. Pte Ltd  
131 Lavender Street Singapore 338737  
Tel: 6293 4388 
22. Singapore Funeral Services  
3 Toa Payoh Industrial Park #01-1347 Singapore 319055  
Tel: 1800 800 8888   HP: 9683 7725 
23. Singapore Muslim Casket and Marble Contractor Pte Ltd  
Blk 78 Geylang Bahru #01-2910 Singapore 339686  
Tel: 6440 7259    HP: 9623 2464 
24. Sin Ming Funeral Parlour  
Blk 37 Sin Ming Drive #01-577 / 581 Singapore 575711 
Tel: 6456 8989    HP: 9700 1013 
25. Telok Kurau Pengurusan Jenazah  
Blk 78 Geylang Bahru #01-2910 Singapore 339686 
Tel: 6298 1897    HP: 9623 2464 
26. Tong Aik Undertaker  
125 Lavender Street (S)338737  
Tel: 6455 3832     
27. Trinity Casket Pte Ltd  
Blk 38 Sin Ming Drive #01-527 / 531 Singapore 575712  
Tel: 6451 4496     
28. Union Casket  
Blk 4 Lor. 8 Toa Payoh Industrial Park #01-1329 Singapore 319056  
Tel: 6353 8449    HP: 9118 8449 
29. Western Casket  
Blk 4 Toa Payoh Industrial Park Lor. 8 #01-1345-A Singapore 319056  
Tel: 6253 8073   HP: 9796 1636 
30. World Casket Pte Ltd  
Blk 37 Sin Ming Drive #01-571 Singapore 575711  
Tel: 6457 2112 
31. Wu Fu Funeral Parlour 
Blk 4 Lor.8 Toa Payoh Industrial Park #01-1329 Singapore 319056  









APPENDIX B: Aide Memoire 
 
Past: Self and others 
Research Question: How did participants enter this trade? 
o How do you view death and the funeral business when you were young? 
o Who and what influence your view?  
o What are some of the comments that you have heard with regard to your job? 
o Has it influence your perception on the job? 
o What is your faith system and does it play a dominant role in influencing the way you 
view the funeral business and death? 
o Growing up, have you ever imagined yourself joining this trade? If yes/no, why? 
o Could you narrate how you eventually enter this business? 
 
Present: Self and others 
Research Question: How do respondents perform their everyday work practices and how 
different/similar are those from their usual practices? 
 Rhythms and routines 
 
o Tell me about your job 
o Where and when do you work? 
o What are the practices or routines that you perform in your job? 
o Who and what do you interact with in your job? Are they always the same across various 
contexts? 
 
o Who do you meet in your job? 
o Where do you meet them? 
o How do you interact with them? 
o Can you describe some of your past engagements with those people? 
o Who are the ones that you can interact well with and who do you avoid? 
o Do you talk to them about your job? 
o What about the people you meet outside your job? 
o Do they affect the way you work? 
 
o What do you use/encounter in your job? 
o Can you describe and explain their uses? 
o Is there a prescribed way to use those objects? 
o Do you use it differently? 
o The tools you use, do they differ at different points in your job? 
o Are there things you avoid using? 
o What is the frequency of usage for every object? 




o What were your old habits prior to joining the trade? 
o Has it changed? If yes/no, why? 
o Can you narrate to me some of the more common moments/routines that you are 
usually caught in when you are working? 
o Do you think they those routines are dull? If yes/no, why? 
o Were there moments when your work practices spill over into other contexts? 
 
 Visceral Engagements 
o What are the things or people that you are usually in contact with? 
o How do they affect you?  
o What are the senses that are triggered during those interactions? 
o What are your feelings about those encounters? 
o Can you narrate to me some of those encounters? 
 
 
Future: Self and others 
Research Question: How do they view the prospect of their business? 
o How do you view this industry locally and globally? 
o Who and what would influence the way your business develops? 
o Can you narrate what you would want to see in twenty years time for your business? 
 
 
